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 With Singaporeans’ growing concern about the issues of memory, 
heritage and culture preservation, there are repeated representations of social 
memory in Singapore cinema since its revival. In the 21st century, the notion 
of nostalgia has become more and more prevalent in Singaporean films. 
However, current studies of Singaporean cinema either adopt an auteurist 
approach or focus on the resistance against the government and the 
marginality of citizens from the lower social stratum, denying nostalgia a 
rightful position in the burgeoning field of Singaporean cinema studies. Yet, 
the focus on nostalgia helps to better situate Singaporean cinema in the world. 
In view of this, my aim in this thesis is to explore nostalgia in Singaporean 
cinema through analyses of selected films. I contend that the growing 
recognition of the local film industry, the rising concern for Singapore’s 
heritage and the increasing government backing have led to the formation of a 
kampung nostalgia on screen. This nostalgia, in turn, enables the realization 
and hence the continuity of a Singapore identity which had been long 
neglected.  
 Using Forever Fever (dir. Glen Goei, 1998) and It’s a Great Great 
World [Da shijie] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 2011) as illustrations, this thesis first 
takes a closer look at the transition of Singaporean film industry from the late 
1990s through the first decade of the 21st century, putting it together with the 
preservation surge taking place at a societal level so as to understand the 
context in which kampung nostalgia is formed on screen. The next chapter 
analyzes Homerun [Paoba haizi] (dir. Jack Neo, 2003) and the getai films, 
namely 881(dir. Royston Tan, 2007) and 12 Lotus [12 Lianhua] (dir. Royston 
Tan, 2008), so as to zoom in on the kampung nostalgia and how it is translated 
on screen. Chapter 3 turns its attention to the significance of kampung 
nostalgia in Singapore cinema with Sandcastle [Shacheng] (dir. Boo Junfeng, 
2010) as an example to elucidate its connection with the Singapore identity. 
v 
 
This thesis will finally end with a brief outlook of Singapore cinema on the 
periphery of Chinese cinemas. 
 Nostalgia is a universal yet unique theme for the different cinemas. 
This study of nostalgia in Singaporean cinema will therefore enable us to see 
Singaporean cinema as a unique individual but not in isolation. While it helps 
to illuminate the country's own societal issues, it shines light on its position in 
the World Cinema as Chinese cinema's bridge to the rest of the cinemas too. 
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(Per) forming Memories: Constructing a Delayed Nostalgia on Screen 
 
 The screen takes on a sepia filter. The audience watches as the ball 
dribbles down the Kallang Stadium, where numerous football matches had 
taken place for the Singapore Lions (the Singapore football team). Ringing in 
the audience's ears is the commentary of the 1977 Malaysia Cup Finals1, a 
moment of glory for the Singapore football team and its nation. Though the 
Malaysia Cup craze in Singapore had died down long before, Kallang Roar 
the Movie (dir. Cheng Ding An, 2008) managed to capture Kallang Stadium 
before it was torn down in 2007.  Like a semi-documentary, the film records 
how the legendary football coach, Choo Seng Quee, more popularly known as 
Uncle Choo, armed with celebrated players such as Quah Kim Song, 
Rajagopal, Samad, Mat Noh and Dollah Kassim, guided the Singapore Lions 
to victory in the 1977 Malaysia Cup. 
 As the names of Uncle Choo and the legendary players gradually fade 
away from the ears of Singaporeans, Cheng, the director, captures them on 
screen. Not only did he bring all the famous players of yesteryear to life, the 
set was also carefully constructed to adhere to the ambience and outlook of the 
1960s and 1970s with props such as an old Milo tin can, Rediffusion machine 
and so on. Coupled with a washed out filter used for the film, it fully brings 
out the essence of the nostalgia films in Singaporean cinema in the 21st 
century.  
                                                            
1 Malaysia Cup has been an annual football tournament in Malaysia since 1921. Singapore 
withdrew in 1994 due to a dispute and had rejoined in 2012. While the Malaysia Cup fever 
grew in the 1970s, the Singapore team finally brought the Malaysia Cup back after twelve 
years in 1977. 
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 While cinemas outside of Singapore, especially Chinese cinemas, 
experienced a strong wave of nostalgia towards the end of the 20th century, 
Singaporean cinema's nostalgia surfaces only in the 21st century. This thesis 
thus aims to document and discuss this delayed nostalgia in detail so as to 
better understand Singapore as a society and also Singaporean cinema and its 
relation to other cinemas. This introduction serves to provide an overview of 
the existing literature on Singaporean cinema. It also aims to give a picture of 
the current studies in memory and cinema, especially in terms of nostalgia and 
the Chinese cinemas before providing an outline of the thesis. 
 
Singaporean Cinema and Chinese Cinemas 
 Located at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula, Singapore gained 
independence in 1965 after being a British colony for more than a century and 
belonging to Malaysia for a brief period. Being a multi-racial country, 
Singapore boasts of a diverse population. With a population of more than five 
million, it has four official languages, chiefly English, Mandarin Chinese, 
Malay and Tamil which is reflective of its population mix.2 Despite its total 
land area of only 710 square kilometres, Singapore has rapidly risen to be one 
of the leading global financial centres.3  
 In spite of the country’s rapid economic advancement, Singapore 
cinema still lag behind in terms of production quality and quantity and it has 
only entered a period of revival in the most recent twenty years. More and 
more local productions are springing up after a dormant period of almost two 
decades. The earliest public film screening took place in Singapore in 1902.4 
                                                            
2 Singlish, a fusion of English, Malay and various Chinese dialects, is more commonly used 
colloquially in Singapore than the official languages (English, Mandarin Chinese, Malay and 
Tamil). The Chinese, who form about 70% of the population, use various Chinese dialects 
other than Singlish and Mandarin Chinese in daily conversations as well.  
3Z/Y Group, Global Financial Centres 7, accessed May 20, 2013, 
http://217.154.230.218/NR/rdonlyres/661216D8-AD60-486B-A96F-
EE75BB61B28A/0/BC_RS_GFC7full.pdf. 
4 Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images: Film in Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 2010), 
p.14. 
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However, the first Singapore film, New Immigrant [Xinke] (dir. Guo 
Chaowen) was not made until 1926.5 Subsequently, the Shaw Brothers and the 
Cathay Organization (forming Cathay-Keris in Singapore) entered Singapore 
in the 1930s as both filmmaking studios and distributors. After the Japanese 
Occupation, Singaporean cinema entered the Golden Age of Malay cinema, 
which lasted till the late 1960s and early 1970s. This is when the studios went 
into decline and retreated from Singapore. The 1970s saw several attempts to 
revive the film industry with films like Ring of Fury [Xue Zhi Huan] (dir. 
Tony Yeow & James Sebastian, 1973)6 and Dynamite Johnson (dir. Bobby 
Suarez, 1978). However, it was only after more than ten years of dormancy 
that Singaporean cinema was reignited with Medium Rare (dir. Arthur Smith, 
1991), a film without impact. Subsequently, the local box office success of 
Eric Khoo's critically acclaimed Meepok Man (1995), together with Jack 
Neo’s Money No Enough [Qian Bugou Yong] (dir. T.L. Tay, 1998), prevented 
the revival from being a short-lived one.   
 With the revival of Singapore cinema in the 1990s, there has also been 
a growing academic interest in the cinema. Now a burgeoning field of studies, 
it can be consolidated into two main directions in my opinion, one being the 
contemporary period, and the other being the film scene prior to the revival 
period. 
 Studies on the contemporary film scene can be further divided into 
three directions. Other than introductory books like Latent Images: Film in 
Singapore, Singapore Cinema and the latest addition, Xinjiapo dianyingjie 
jiyao 1965nian-1983nian, one focus of current scholarship is the discussion of 
otherness and marginalization, which often lead to the discussion of the films’ 
                                                            
5 Xu Weixian, "Zhuanji qianyan: xinma huaren yu huayu(yuxi)dianying," Dianying xinshang 
qikan 8, no.5 (2011): p.5. Though Uhde and Uhde see New Immigrant as a rumour and thus 
regard Laila Majnun (dir. B.S. Rajhans, 1934) as the first feature film of Singapore, Millet 
acknowledges New Immigrant and gives description of the first locally made movies in 
Singapore. See Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images, pp.17-19 and Raphaël Millet, 
Singapore Cinema (Singapore: Editions Didier Millet Pte Ltd, 2006), pp.18-19. 
6 Ring of Fury was banned in Singapore despite being screened overseas. It was not screened 
in Singapore until 1996. See Xu Yongshun, Xinjiapo dianyingjie jiyao 1965nian-1983nian 
(Xinjiapo: Netucc, 2013), pp.65-66. 
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resistance against the government. Among this relatively significant body of 
analysis, two are worth a special mention.  
 One is Kenneth Paul Tan's Cinema and Television in Singapore: 
Resistance in One Dimension, which goes beyond acknowledging the 
existence of the resistance to explore the possibilities and limitations it offers 
by using the framework of Herbert Marcuse's one dimensional man. For 
instance, in the case of filmmaker Royston Tan, Kenneth Paul Tan points out 
that his enfant terrible image has helped Singapore break free from the 
impression that it is a cultural wasteland. In turn, this attracted investments 
and boosted tourism. Yet, Royston Tan's international celebrity is, at the same 
time, undeniably made possible by the government's sanitized portrayal of 
Singapore and stringent censorship.7 The other noteworthy study on Singapore 
cinema in this category is Olivia Khoo's ARI working paper published in 
2005, "Slang Images: On the Foreignness of Contemporary Singaporean 
Films". It uses the connotation of slang images (images which accentuates the 
otherness and marginality) to convey how these images appeal to foreign 
reception. Though it still dwells on textual analyses without supporting figures 
or interviews, this essay brings the discussion of resistance and images of 
otherness to a more advanced level to include the audience reception. In effect, 
Khoo's work also overlaps with the third major aspect of contemporary 
Singapore cinema, which is international flows.  
 The Media 21 blueprint released by the Media Development Authority 
(MDA) in 2003 and its inclusion of Made-by-Singapore films (including any 
films with even a minimal monetary contribution from Singapore, like 
Infernal Affairs [Wujian dao] (dir. Andrew Lau & Alan Mak, 2002)) into 
Singapore cinema raised concerns about international flows and co-
productions in the Singapore film industry. The Maid  [Nüyong] (dir. Kelvin 
Tong, 2005), being the first co-production to achieve local and international 
success, became the centre of discussion. For instance, Aquilia, a media 
scholar, had situated the film in the crossroads of the Golden Age of Malay 
                                                            
7 Kenneth Paul Tan, Cinema and Television in Singapore: Resistance in One Dimension 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), pp.219-252. 
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Cinema, East Asian Cinema and Hollywood, giving an comprehensive 
analysis of how a balance is struck between retaining local elements while 
appealing to the masses through familiar foreign elements.8  
 Another two subcategories exist within the scholarship on Singaporean 
cinema prior to the revival period. The 1950s and 1960s were also the Golden 
Age of Malay Cinema, the zenith of Malay cinema in Singapore's and 
Malaysia's cinema history. Most scholarship on the Golden Age seeks to 
record the overall growth and decline of the Malay cinema. The Golden Age is 
also repeatedly placed within the framework of a national cinema, be it that of 
Singapore or Malaysia, as seen in works like Singapore Cinema and 
Malaysian Cinema, Asian Film: Border Crossings and National Cultures. 
Scholars like Timothy P. Barnard remain the minority who work to dissect the 
Malay films of that period, as seen in his essays, such as "Chicken, Cakes and 
Kitchens: Food and Modernity in Malay Films of the 1950s and 1960s".9 One 
of the most prominent books on the Malay cinema of late, is Amir 
Muhammad's 120 Malay Movies, which has shifted away from nationalizing 
the Malay cinema. As an alternative, the text seeks to frame the research 
around Malay-language cinema. In contrast to the Golden Age of Malay 
Cinema, alongside concerns about the Hong Kong and Singapore connections, 
scholars like Hee Wai Siam have dedicated much of their research to the early 
years of Singapore’s Chinese-language cinema.10 Yi Sui’s films, like The Lion 
City [Shizi Cheng] (1959), and his avocation of a Malayanized Chinese-
                                                            
8 Pieter Aquilia, “Westernizing Southeast Asian Cinema: Co-productions for ‘Transnational’ 
Markets,” Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 20, no. 4 (2006): pp.433-445. 
9 See Timothy P. Barnard, “Chickens, Cakes and Kitchen: Food and Modernity in Malay Films 
of the 1950s and 1960s,” Anne L. Bower (ed.), Reel Food: Essays on Food and Film (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), pp. 75-85. 
10 For example, Lim Kay Tong, Cathay: 55 Years of Cinema (Singapore: Landmark Books for 
Meileen Choo, 1991) and Mai Xinen, "Zaixian/jian nanyang: xianggang dianying yu xinjiapo 
(1950-65)" (PhD dissertation, National University of Singapore, 2009). Also, I have 
emphasized Chinese-language cinema instead of just Singaporean cinema because 
Singaporean films of that time were made mainly in one language, unlike films made today 
which often consist of several languages. Moreover, the bulk of Singaporean production then 
consisted of Malay-language films. 
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language cinema is undeniably one focal point of these studies. 11 In fact, 
despite a common misconception that the term Chinese-language cinema was 
coined by Taiwanese and Hong Kong scholars in the 1990s, Yi Sui was the 
first to use this term.12 More significantly, being the first made-in-Singapore 
Chinese movie, Yi Sui and his film The Lion City had not only rudimentarily 
distinguished a Malaya, or rather Singapore, cinema but had also placed the 
cinema into the global sphere by introducing the concept of a Chinese-
language cinema. 
 Due to the budding of the New Taiwanese Cinema and the Hong Kong 
New Wave Cinema, coupled with the rise of the Fifth Generation13 directors 
in China, the Chinese cinemas gradually gained greater attention in 
Anglophone studies of cinema. Since then, Chinese cinema has become one of 
the most studied cinemas other than those of Hollywood and Europe. 
 Singaporean cinema's relationship with the Chinese cinemas was 
established in the midst of rethinking Chinese cinemas. In Sheldon Lu’s 
opinion, Chinese cinema was transnational right from the beginning and hence 
he called for transnational film studies instead of national cinema studies14 
This led him and the other scholars to reconsider just what constituted Chinese 
cinemas. Following which, he, together with Emilie Yeh, pushed the idea of 
Chinese cinemas further by proposing the term “Chinese-language films”, 
utilizing the language of films to define Chinese cinemas.15 Subsequently, 
                                                            
11 Xu Weixian, "Huayu dianying--mingming de qidian: lun yishui de dianying shijian yu 
malaiyahua huyu dianying wenti," Dianying xinshang xuekan 8, no. 5(2011): pp.42-61. 
12 Ibid. 
13 The Fifth Generation is a collective term for directors represented by Zhang Yimou, Chen 
Kaige and Tian Zhuang Zhuang. Yellow Earth, directed by Chen Kaige and released in 1984, is 
often seen as the inaugural film for the Fifth generation. With their bold use of colours and 
long shots coupled with an emphasis on nature and an inclination towards the narration of a 
pre-revolutionary China, this generation of directors have successfully brought Chinese films 
onto the international stage. 
14 Sheldon Lu, "Historical Introduction of Chinese Cinemas (1896-1996) and Transnational 
Film Studies," Sheldon Lu (ed.), Transnational Chinese Cinemas: Identity, Nationhood, Gender 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1997), pp.1-34. 
15 Sheldon Lu & Emilie Yeh, "Introduction," Sheldon Lu & Emilie Yeh(eds.), Chinese-Language 
Film: Historiography, Poetics, Politics (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2005), pp.1-24. 
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Shih Shu Mei published Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations 
across the Pacific in 2007, adding new dimensions to previous concepts by 
taking into account post-colonialism and relevant political issues. Because of 
the new inclination to use the language of the films as a boundary divider, "a 
network of places of cultural production outside China and on the margins of 
Chinese and Chineseness" are currently also part of what is considered to be 
Chinese cinema.16 With this new broad classification, Singaporean cinema, 
which has increasingly focused on the Chinese community since the revival 
period, now falls under the umbrella of Chinese cinemas too. Berry and 
Farquhar went on to use the Singaporean cinema as an example to contend 
that instead of studying a national cinema, academia should look out for the 
national element in Chinese cinemas. The Singaporean film, Forever Fever 
(dir. Glen Goei, 1999), was used as an illustration in the concluding chapter of 
their book to contest the oppositional notion of transnational and national.17  
 Singaporean cinema is gradually gaining attention from overseas 
scholars mainly due to its seemingly fresh connection with the Chinese 
cinemas. However, the analyses of Singaporean cinema remain liminal and are 
often for the purpose of complicating Chinese cinemas without providing a 
deep understanding of Singapore and its cinema. Most Singaporean scholars, 
however, tend to take on an autuerist approach as exemplified by Tan's 
Cinema and Television in Singapore. A thematic approach, which will 
facilitate a comparatively macroscopic understanding of the cinema, has been 
mostly neglected. Of course, the discussion of Singaporean cinema also 
engages other perspectives, such as gender and the queer, but such research 
remains in the minority and is often skewed towards the concerns of just 
Singapore society itself, as seen in Chan's analysis of 881(dir. Royston Tan, 
                                                            
16 Shih Shu-Mei, Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations across the Pacific (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007), p.4. 
17 Chris Berry & Mary Farquhar, China on Screen: Cinema and Nation (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006), pp.218-222. 
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2007).18 This skewed concern is perhaps one reason why studies of 
Singaporean cinema have remained scattered and constrained to its individual 
society. In view of this, I would like to adopt a thematic approach in my thesis, 
placing my discussion at the crossroads of memory studies and the study of a 
Singaporean cinema. 
 
Memory and Nostalgia on Screen 
 Looking at Kallang Roar the Movie once again, other than 
reconstructing the glorious days of Singapore football, it also captured the last 
of the Kallang Stadium, where not only many football matches but also many 
annual National Day Parades had taken place. While memory can be preserved 
on film as mentioned, it can also be performed and constructed on films.  
 This point has been emphasized by Radstone in her discussion of the 
various approaches of the extensive collection of cinema and memory studies. 
In her analysis, the approaches have shifted from "memory as cinema" to 
"cinema as memory" and then the most recent "cinema/memory".19 While 
"cinema/memory" explores the relationship between cinema and memory 
more deeply and can be explained as a "cultural experience" as argued by 
Annette Kuhn in her book, An Everyday Magic: Cinema and Cultural 
Memory, "memory as cinema" and "cinema as memory" represent the dual 
usage of cinema to preserve memory and also to perform and construct 
memory respectively.  
 Thirty years ago, most scholarship on memory was carried out by 
psychologists with a focus on short term memory. The 1990s saw a 
remarkable increase in interest in the field of memory studies. The great burst 
                                                            
18 Brenda Chan, "Gender and Class in the Singapore Film 881," Jump Cut: A Review of 
Contemporary Media, no. 51 (spring 2009), 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc51.2009/881/text.html. 
19 Susannah Radstone, “Cinema and Memory,” Susannah Radstone & Bill Schwarz (eds.), 
Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), pp.325-
342. 
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of writing on memory enabled the crossing of boundaries among several 
disciplines. Despite the fairly recent burgeoning of disciplines other than 
psychology and neurology in the 1990s, French sociologist Maurice 
Halbwachs had originally proposed the concept of collective memory as early 
as 1925, becoming the first to theorize the collective qualities of memory at 
length. His contention was that there is not only an individual memory but also 
a group memory that lives beyond the individual. An individual's 
understanding of the past is strongly linked to this group consciousness.20 In 
1992, German Egyptologist Jan Assmann drew further upon this concept of 
collective memory to put forth the notion of cultural memory defined as 
embracing the "memory culture" and a "reference to the past".21 The concept 
of cultural memory further highlights the memory's capacity to connect to a 
society's past, present and future, bestowing a tighter bond upon memory and 
the humanities than before.  
 Not only has there been widespread interest in memory by researchers 
of cinema, directors have also been paying close attention to the performance 
of memories in their films. As an illustration, Hollywood produced an 
avalanche of films related to the past and memory in the late 1980s and 1990s 
like Back to the Future (dir. Robert Zemeckis, 1985) and JFK (dir. Oliver 
Stone, 1991). Hollywood's increased concern about the past is credited to the 
struggles centered on the negotiation of America's national past.22 However, 
such a phenomenon is not restricted to Hollywood. The Chinese cinemas saw 
the emergence of films concerned with the past and memory during the same 
period of time. 
 In fact, what connects the Chinese cinemas during the 1990s is the 
nostalgic element in such films. The word “nostalgia” originates from a 
                                                            
20 For more on Halbwachs' theory of collective memory, see Maurice Halbwachs, On 
Collective Memory, trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
21 Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance and Political 
Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
22 Paul Grainge, "Introduction: Memory and Popular Film," Paul Grainge (ed.), Memory and 
Popular Film (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p.3. 
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combination of two Greek words, "nostos", which means to return home, and 
"algia", a painful condition. The word was coined by a Swiss physician, 
Johannes Hofer, in the late seventeenth century to describe a condition of 
intense homesickness.23 As pointed out by Wilson, the term nostalgia went 
from being part of pathology, to "an emotion of wistful longing for the past", 
which was also "extended from place to time" in the late nineteenth century. 24 
Many have since attempted to define nostalgia, giving rise to numerous types 
of nostalgia. For instance, there is "displaced nostalgia", put forth by Tom 
Vanderbilt to exemplify nostalgia for a time not experienced firsthand.25 In 
addition, there is the differentiation between collective nostalgia and private 
nostalgia.26 The list is non-exhaustive.  Though their definitions vary, scholars 
have come to a consensus that nostalgia is a tug of war between the past and 
the present as stated by Fred Davis.27 In addition to that, Mills and Coleman 
wrote that "nostalgia is a type of autographical memory" and "requires a 
supply of memories".28 Nostalgia and social memory are not only closely 
related; nostalgia can also be seen as a form of social memory. By extension, 
nostalgia is a way of performing and constructing social memory on screens.  
With different societal concerns and developments, the nostalgia 
emitted in each of the Chinese cinemas has its own distinctive traits. The 
nostalgia depicted by the Fifth Generation directors revolves around the 
Cultural Revolution, using the pre-revolutionary era to critique the revolution 
for its failure to produce the promised progress.29 With the release of In the 
                                                            
23 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: Free Press, 1979), 
p.1. 
24 Janelle L. Wilson, Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 
2005), pp.22-23. 
25 Tom Vanderbilt, "The Nostalgia Gap (from The Baffler)," Utne Reader July/August (1994): 
pp.131-132. 
26 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, p.222. 
27 Ibid, pp.8-16. 
28 M.A. Mills & P.G. Coleman, "Nostalgic Memories in Dementia- A Case Study," International 
Journal of Aging and Human Development 38 (1994): p.205. 
29 Chris Berry & Mary Farquhar, China on Screen, pp.32-33. 
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Heat of the Sun [Yangguang canlan de rizi](dir. Jiang Wen, 1994), some 
scholars have also raised the notion of a Maoist nostalgia, though some others 
have disagreed with this interpretation.30 Taiwan cinema, in comparison, is 
seen as having a repressed nostalgia related to its complicated colonial past 
exemplified by Hou Hsiao Hsien and his Taiwanese trilogy.31 Of the three 
cinemas, Hong Kong cinema's looming sense of nostalgia is most evident. 
Since the mid 1980s, almost every film made has made references to 1997, the 
year that Hong Kong was returned to China.32 Chan suggested that the 
nostalgia therefore acts as "a form of resistance to the official documentation 
of the city by the two powers, British and China, under the social depression 
of the 1997 issue”.33 Though distinctively different, not only is the nostalgia 
we see in Chinese cinemas most probably "the episteme of Chinese cultural 
production in the 1980s and 1990s ", it also “links the otherwise diverse 
intellectual and artistic undertakings of the mainland, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong".34 
 While an extensive literature has been dedicated to understanding 
nostalgia and social memory in Chinese cinemas like that of China, Taiwan 
and Hong Kong, scant attention has been paid to comprehending the memory 
performed in Singaporean cinema even though it is grouped under the 
umbrella of Chinese cinemas, nor any discussion of the presence of nostalgia 
in the films thusly categorized. 
                                                            
30 Braester sees nostalgia as being tainted by one's inability to remember things clearly. Yomi 
Braester, "Memory at a Standstill: 'Street-Smart History' in Jiang Wen's In the Heat of the 
Sun," Screen 42, no. 4 (2001): pp.350-362. On the other hand, scholars like Geremie R. Barmé 
highlight the notion of nostalgia for Cultural Revolution. Geremie R. Barmé, In the Red: On 
Contemporary Chinese Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p.137. 
 
31 Godfrey Cheshire, “This Man is an Island-The Master Spirit of the Taiwanese Cinema,” Film 
Comment 29, no.6 (1993): pp.56-63. 
32 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1997), p.24. 
33 Natalia S.H. Chan, “Rewriting History: Hong Kong Nostalgia Cinema and Its Social Practice,” 
Poshek Fu & David Desser (eds.), The Cinema of Hong Kong: History, Arts, Identity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p.267. 
34 Rey Chow, “A Souvenir of Love,” Esther Yau (ed.), At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a 
Borderless World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), p.224. 
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 Among the few that have engaged with this issue is Siddique's 
dissertation on Singaporean cinema in the 1990s. She first mentioned the 
discussion of memory performance in Singaporean cinema with a chapter in 
her dissertation, contending that through the use of queering, hybridity and 
implosion, memories performed in Singaporean films from the 1990s 
challenged the government's official history marketed as a form of cultural 
memory.35 Siddique’s dissertation focuses on Singaporean cinema of the 
1990s, the supposed peak period for nostalgia in cinemas. Yet, as her 
meticulous analysis reflects, the memories performed showed more concern 
about contesting the government’s desired representation and illuminating 
marginalized images of Singapore, than portraying a yearning for the past. As 
her focal period is the 1990s, the place of memory in 21st century films 
remains untouched. 
 A rare, if not the only, work that explicitly touches on the memory in 
Singapore's feature films of the 21st century is that of Yu-Cheng Lee. He 
employed the idea of the Chinese Diaspora and cultural memory to 
demonstrate how Singaporean and Malaysian films work to evoke the cultural 
memory of the Chinese, through their songs, images and storylines, which 
enables the Diaspora imagination to connect Chinese of different regions as a 
result.36 Though it provides a refreshing theoretical framework for the study of 
Singaporean cinema, Lee's over-emphasis on Singapore and Malaysia being 
communities of Chinese Diasporas leads him to downplay the distinctive 
qualities of both cinemas. In Shih's words, it has denied Singaporean and 
Malaysian Chinese "a chance to become a local".37 
 As seen above, despite being part of the Chinese cinemas, the existing 
scholarship discusses the topic of memory in Singaporean cinema but not the 
                                                            
35 Sophia Siddique, “Images of the City-Nation: Singapore Cinema in the 1990s,” (PHD 
dissertation, University of Southern California, 2001), pp.123-155. 
36 Lee Yu-cheng, “Lisan yu wenhua jiyi: tan wanjin jibu xinma huaren dianying,” Dianying 
xinshang xuekan 8, no. 2(2011): pp.10-17. 
37 Shih Shu-Mei, Visuality and Identity, p.185. 
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aspect of nostalgia. Markedly, this is not to say that nostalgia is absent in 
Singaporean cinema, as the next section will discuss.  
 
A Delayed Nostalgia 
 The cultural memory embedded within the images, songs and 
storylines which Lee uses as examples in his essay actually connect the 
Chinese Diaspora across the borders. If read in context with the 
cinematography, plot, and development of Singapore as an independent 
country, it can be seen that they also constitute a nostalgia for the Singapore of 
yesteryear. For example, the songs used in 881 and 12 Lotus [12 Lianhua] (dir. 
Royston Tan, 2008) emanate a generational ambience which is losing its stand 
in present-day Singapore, though they remain popular amongst many Chinese 
communities across the world. In other words, nostalgia does exist in the 
Singaporean cinema but was seemingly delayed, flourishing only in the 21st 
century. Putting this in line with Siddique's research, the performance of 
memory in Singaporean cinema has shifted from that of queering, hybridity 
and implosion to one of nostalgia; from challenging the authorities to seeking 
self-identity.  
 Nostalgia film is not exclusive to Singaporean cinema, or the Chinese 
cinemas. In 1984, Fredric Jameson had already proposed the idea of the 
nostalgia film in his article "Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism", naming American Graffiti (dir. George Lucas, 1973) as the 
inaugural nostalgia film. Nostalgia film is, to him, a blend of "false realism" 
and "cultural schizophrenia", for the films are not only unhistorical but also a 
"random cannibalization of all the styles of the past, the play of random 
stylistic allusion".38 Perhaps due to the lack of social context, the nostalgia 
films appear to be mere pastiches. I am therefore more inclined towards 
                                                            
38 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left 
Review 146 (1984):pp.65-66. 
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understanding the societal and political desires behind the nostalgia portrayed 
in these films as demonstrated by Radstone.39 
 In Singapore, nostalgia for the kampung (henceforth called kampung 
nostalgia) has been thriving since the 1990s, which was also the peak period of 
the Chinese cinemas' depiction of nostalgia. Kampung is the Malay term for 
village. It is affectionately used by Singaporeans to describe the small 
communities that used to exist in Singapore. This kampung nostalgia is viewed 
by sociologist Chua Beng Huat "as a social phenomenon which embodies a 
negative assessment of the present".40 He goes on to argue that the kampung 
nostalgia reflects also Singaporeans' desire for a free and innocent leisure life 
and a community which exhibits "high degrees of tolerance and 
cooperation".41 
 However, the prevalent nostalgia for kampungs did not find its way 
onto the screens before the 21st century. Jack Neo's Homerun [Paoba haizi] 
(2003) gives an embellished portrayal of the kampung life. Following the 
release of that film, came an emergent trend of films that related to 
Singapore's past, such as Gone Shopping [Guangjie wuyu] (dir. Wee Li Lin, 
2007)'s snippets of the "Lucky Plaza kids"42 or the more recent Ah Boys to 
Men [Xinbing zhengzhuan] (dir. Jack Neo, 2012) referral to the Singapore's 
army life in the 1970s. Though there is no explicit mention of the kampung, 
the nostalgia involved fits Chua's definition of kampung nostalgia. 
                                                            
39 Susannah Radstone, The Sexual Politics of Time: Confession, Nostalgia, Memory (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), pp.112-191. 
40 Chua Beng Huat, "That Imagined Space: Nostalgia for Kampungs," Brenda S.A. Yeoh & Lily 
Kong (eds.), Portraits of Places: History, Community and Identity in Singapore (Singapore: 
Times Editions, 1995), p.227. 
41 Ibid, p.235. 
42 In the 1990s, it was common to see groups of students hanging out at Lucky Plaza, 
standing around, doing nothing. They were often seen as the "cool" ones by their cohort. 
These snippets are reconstructed by the director, Wee Li Lin, as a tribute to these kids and 
her memory of them. Gone Shopping (Commentary), directed by Wee Li Lin (2007; Singapore: 
MGM Home Entertainment, 2008), DVD. 
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 At this juncture, I find a need to give a mention of trauma, though it is 
truncated. Although it is not the main theme of this thesis, it serves essentially 
to contextually explain the appearance of nostalgia in Singaporean cinema and 
also connect the hegemonic form of memory performance in the 1990s with 
the current nostalgia which will be further discussed in the chapters to come. 
As Braester derived from Freud's studies of World War I, while trauma is 
experienced by the individual, it affects the collective and can cause a 
collective crisis.43  From a psychoanalytic perspective, trauma is constituted 
through the experience of a distressing event. Singapore, being a relatively 
new nation, has less of that to speak of. As such, Benjamin's idea of trauma is 
important to the understanding of trauma in the Singapore context. In 
Benjamin's opinion, the rapid pace and changes in urban life also constitute 
trauma.44 Having an import mentality, Singaporeans tend not to acknowledge 
the existence of their own culture, history and identity, which can be  said to 
be parallel to what Abbas terms a "reverse hallucination".45  As the "reverse 
hallucination" sheds with the rapid demolition of cultural and historical traits 
and the governmental desire to inculcate a sense of belonging, trauma sets in 
with the sudden realization of the rapid pace and the disappearance of their 
own existing culture. The trauma experienced by Singaporeans then gives rise 
to a collective nostalgia in which they not only seek comfort in Singapore's 
good old days, but more significantly within their own identity.  
 In sum, I argue that the Singaporean cinema is experiencing a delayed 
nostalgia manifested as kampung nostalgia. With the readiness of the film 
industry, a rising concern for its own heritage and an increased government 
backing, the kampung nostalgia enters the cinema and brings with it the 
recognition of a Singaporean identity. My thesis serves not to re-theorize 
                                                            
43 Yomi Braester, Witness against History: Literature, Film, and Public Discourse in Twentieth-
century China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), p.8. 
44 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1998), pp.176-177. 
45 Abbas uses the term "reverse hallucination" to illustrate how citizens of Hong Kong failed 
to recognize their own cinema, architecture and writing as a culture of their own. Both 
sharing a similar history of an immigrant society under the British colonization, the import 
mentality which Abbas blames for the phenomenon is prevalent in Singapore too, leading to 
a similar negligence of its own culture. Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong, p.6. 
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memory and cinema or nostalgia. Hence, I take nostalgia in its simplest form 
to be a longing for the past entwined with the present. I hope to provide a new 
perspective for understanding Singaporean cinema and, beyond that, to better 
connect Singaporean cinema with the rest of the cinemas. This may help break 
through the current focus on the auteurs and Singapore as an individual 
society. In my opinion, the incorporation of memory into the studies of 
Singaporean cinema also aids the debate of the Singaporean cinema as a 
peripheral Sinophone cinema, negotiating between both the world cinemas and 
the Chinese cinemas. As mentioned above, nostalgia was a connecting theme 
for the Chinese cinemas in the 1990s. As a new addition to the Chinese 
cinemas, or rather Sinophone cinema, Singaporean cinema seems devoid of 
such a connection as researchers identify the nostalgia in other Chinese 
cinemas to connect and to distinguish each of them. Instead, it is often used to 
complicate the Chinese cinemas and Sinophone cinemas without seeking a 
deep understanding of Singaporean cinema as seen in China on Screen. A 
study of nostalgia in Singaporean cinema will thus help readers to see its 
connection to the Chinese cinemas and Sinophone cinemas. At the same time, 
its distinct characteristics of having considerable South East Asian roots and 
Western influences can also be identified.   
 This thesis will be based on the analyses of six selected films, namely 
Forever Fever, Homerun, 881, 12 Lotus, Sandcastle [Shacheng] (dir. Boo 
Junfeng, 2010) and It's a Great Great World [Da shijie] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 
2011), with a focus on Singaporean cinema in the first decade of the 21st 
century as well as a study of Singapore as a society. This is done with the help 
of current scholarship, interviews and firsthand resources. The films chosen 
span from 1999 to 2011 and are the work of five different directors with 
varying styles, from different generations46. The films are selected because 
                                                            
46 In using the phrase “different generations”, I have adopted Morita's viewpoint of the 
presence of a first and second generation directors in Singapore. He sees Eric Khoo (b. 1965), 
Jack Neo (b. 1956) and Kelvin Tong (b. 1972) as the first generation of Singapore directors 
and younger directors like Boo Junfeng (b. 1983) and Han Yew Kwang (b. 1977) as the second 
generation. Shigeru Morita, "1990nendai ijyo no 'shingapouru eiga saisei' gensetsu no 
saihyouga to kadai" (PhD dissertation, Kwansei Gakuin University, 2010), p.320. However, I 
have my reservations about using generations to categorize the directors for analysis as with 
the current way of analysing the China films. Within a generation contains differentiating 
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they exhibit a performance of memories, and also to ensure a comprehensive 
representation of the cinema. In addition, I have also chosen to concentrate 
only on feature films due to the fact that they are the ones which directors 
made with the aim of featuring in the theatres, and allowing a greater stratum 
of local audience easier access to these films too. Therefore, they are not only 
a reflection of the directors' personal views but also suggest the audiences' 
likes, which make them better choices to dissect for a greater understanding of 
the society in general. 
 The chapters have been arranged such that a brief background on 
Singapore's changing society and its film industry is given before kampung 
nostalgia is discussed at length. The last chapter will go on to identify the 
significance behind kampung nostalgia on screen. Chapter 1 seeks to offer an 
outline of Singapore's increased concern about heritage preservation and its 
film industry to serve as a background for the delayed entrance of kampung 
nostalgia into the theatres. Using Forever Fever and It's a Great Great World 
as illustrations, a comparison of the two films will be done to highlight the 
differences in the performance of the memories on screen and the bolstering 
factors behind the screen. This is done with the aim of identifying Singapore 
as a (dis)appearing city and to demonstrate the changes in the film industry 
respectively, to display its effect on the films so as to underline the buildup of 
the kampung nostalgia. As the film industry gears itself up, the first film, 
Homerun, with a vivid depiction of a Singapore kampung in the 1960s is 
released in 2003. Putting it alongside Royston Tan's getai films, Chapter 2 
hopes to better explain kampung nostalgia, especially regarding how it relates 
to larger societal concerns. Following the trajectory of the selected films, this 
chapter highlights that kampung nostalgia is not a mere reflection of 
geographical displacement, but rather more of a temporal one. Finally, before 
the conclusion, which will be a discussion about extending the study of 
memory in Singapore cinema and other possible directions, Chapter 3 touches 
                                                                                                                                                           
factors too. For example, Jack Neo and Eric Khoo come from diverse backgrounds, the former 
from a Chinese speaking middle income background and the latter, a son of one of the 
wealthiest men in Singapore, Khoo Teck Puat. 
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on the importance of kampung nostalgia in Singapore cinema. Like the rest of 
the Chinese cinemas, the nostalgia is accompanied by a search for identity. 
With Sandcastle as an example, I will use the notion of trauma to reveal a 
realization of a Singapore identity behind the performance of memories on 
screen. Nostalgia thus becomes a means for holding on to the past, searching 
and reaffirming a neglected identity.  
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Chapter 1 
The Leap to Nostalgia: From Forever Fever to It’s a Great Great World 
  
Since the entrance of Shaw Brothers and Cathay into the film scene in 
the 1930s, the film industry in Singapore (or then Malaya) thrived and reached 
its peak in the 1950s.1 The decline in the 1970s led to a dormant period of 
more than a decade. If the 1990s marks the revival of the Singapore film 
industry, the first decade of the 21st century is one of vibrant growth. As the 
film industry matures and directors strive to find the footing of Singaporean 
films, the performance of memories takes its leap forward and nostalgia 
slowly surfaces in the cinema. 
Over a span of thirteen years, both Forever Fever 2 (dir. Glen Goei, 
1998) and It’s a Great Great World [Da shijie] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 2011) have 
effectively utilized the performance of memories to attain international 
distribution and local box office success respectively. The differences in terms 
of the choice of content, plot and marketing of the two films serve as my basis 
of discussion. With a focus on the marketing differences of the films and close 
readings of the films, this chapter aims to demonstrate the changes in the film 
industry and in the Singapore society especially with regards to Singaporeans' 
concern about their heritage. The government intervention with the film 
industry at the turn of the century may also serve as one explanation for the 
delayed emergence of kampung nostalgia. However, the growing concern for 
Singapore's heritage and film industry also enabled kampung nostalgia's 
entrance into the theatres of Singapore.  
After an introduction of the films, this chapter will illustrate the 
mounting awareness of the importance of the local audience, film makers and 
content in the film industry with the aid of the films. Before ending with the a 
                                                            
1 For example, Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images: Film in Singapore (Singapore: 
NUS Press, 2010), pp.21-46 and Raphaël Millet, Singapore Cinema (Singapore: Editions Didier 
Millet, 2006), pp.17-64. 
2 Forever Fever is also known as That’s The Way I Like It, the title under which it was 
distributed in the USA. 
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brief discussion on the effect of government backing on films, this chapter will 
also analyze both films to illustrate societal changes in Singapore, especially 
with regards to the increasing concern for preservation. These factors serve to 
explain the directors' tendency to portray nostalgia, and also the local market 
readiness for kampung nostalgia films. 
 
The Films 
 Produced in 1998, the then 34-year-old Glen Goei's debut Forever 
Fever tells the story of a young supermarket worker Hock who is a Bruce Lee 
fanatic. Set in 1977, Hock, inspired by John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever 
(dir. John Badham, 1977), enters a disco-dancing competition, seeking to 
purchase his dream motorcycle. At home, Hock’s brother, Beng, who is 
favoured by their father for his ability to enter a medical school, eventually 
gets kicked out of the house when he announces on his 21st birthday that he 
wants to undergo a sex change. Towards the end of the film, Hock wins the 
dancing competition and decides to give the cash prize to his brother, who has 
attempted suicide, to undergo the operation. The story comes to a close when 
Hock chooses Mei, his childhood friend, over the attractive and highly 
westernized Julie. In Goei's own words, Forever Fever is "about life imitating 
art", paying homage to Saturday Night Fever and the films which have 
affected him. 3  Indisputably, the storyline of Forever Fever exudes great 
familiarity. The similar main lead, the disco setting and even the family 
interaction as portrayed in Saturday Night Fever, coupled with the classic 
walking out of the cinema screen ingenuity seen in The Purple Rose of Cairo 
(dir. Woody Allen, 1985) all work to give the audience a stroll down 
Hollywood lane. 
 Despite a low budget of S$1.5million, Forever Fever became the first 
Singaporean film to have widespread worldwide theatrical release and 
                                                            
3 Rebecca Lim, "Fever 2? - Glen Goei takes on Hollywood," The Straits Times, June 26, 1998. 
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commercial distribution.4 Australia's Beyond Films was the first to buy the 
distribution rights of Forever Fever for Australia and New Zealand. It 
eventually took the film to Cannes, making it the only film to be picked up by 
Miramax out of the 500 releases shown at Cannes that year.5 With screening 
rights in Germany, Poland, Israel, India and France etc. sold, the film made 
more than S$4.5million even before its opening in Singapore.6 Forever Fever 
has not only caught the attention of international film critics since then, but 
has also received critical attention.7 Berry and Farquhar place the film under 
the Chinese cinemas' spectacle to highlight the importance of national 
elements in transnational film studies.8 Khoo’s insightful article, on the other 
hand, argues the depiction of Singaporean hybrid masculinity with roots in the 
traditional concepts of the Chinese masculinity.9  
 Produced by MediaCorp Raintree Pictures, It’s a Great Great World 
was released on 27th January 2011 as a Chinese New Year blockbuster. Facing 
strong competition from other blockbusters including Hollywood productions 
like The Green Hornet (dir. Michel Gondry, 2011), It’s a Great Great World 
managed to break the S$2 million box office mark by the following month.10  
                                                            
4 The 1990s saw the production of numerous films set during the 1970s. See Khoo Gaik 
Cheng, “The Asian Male Spectacle in Glen Goei’s Film That’s The Way I Like It (a.k.a. Forever 
Fever),” ARI Working Paper, No. 26 (Singapore: Asia Research Institute, National University of 
Singapore, 2004), p.9. 
5 Renee Wu, "Forever Fever forever?," The Straits Times, May 2, 2000. 
6 Kelvin Tong, "Forever Fever sizzles with a S$4.5m take," The Straits Times, May 27, 1998. 
7 Examples of critiques include David Noh, “That’s The Way I Like It,” Film Journal 
International, accessed July 10, 2012, 
http://www.filmjournal.com/filmjournal/esearch/article_display.jsp?vnu_content_id=10006
97817, Edward Guthmann, “Singapore Night Fever / Clerk goes disco-crazy in `That's the 
Way',” San Francisco Chronicle, Oct 22, 1999  and Lawrence Van Gelder, “Movie Review: 
That’s the Way I Like it,” The New York Times, Oct 15,1999. 
8 Chris Berry & Mary Farquhar, China on Screen: Cinema and Nation (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006), pp.195-222. 
9 Khoo Gaik Cheng, “The Asian Male Spectacle in Glen Goei’s Film That’s The Way I Like It 
(a.k.a. Forever Fever)”. 
10 “It’s a Great Great World Breaks S$2m Box Office Mark,” Channel News Asia, last modified 
Feb 21, 2011, 
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/singaporelocalnews/view/1112105/1/.html. 
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Though not internationally acclaimed, the local success of the film is 
impressive. Apart from box office receipts of S$2.42 million, it also spun off 
discussions and reminiscences of the Great World amusement park 11 
(henceforth Great World) which had otherwise been forgotten.12 
 The film spans from the 1940s to the present with the Great World 
amusement park as the main setting. The film starts off with Ah Min’s late 
grandmother’s photo studio on the verge of shutting down for good. Ah Min 
then chances upon four old photographs known to be her grandmother’s 
favourites. This leads Ah Min to embark on a journey to find out who the 
people in the photographs are. She eventually finds Ah Meng, an old friend of 
her grandmother, who goes on to tell her the stories behind the photographs. 
Ah Meng's narration brings the film back to the prime of the Great World 
amusement park, with four stories reflecting four momentous dates for 
Singaporeans. The first story is about Ah Boo, a children’s play actor in the 
amusement park, trying to take a picture with Elizabeth Taylor in 1958. This 
story is followed by the romance between Mei Juan, a game stall owner, and 
the medicated oil seller’s son, entwined with the nation’s separation from what 
was then Malaya. The medicated oil seller’s son comes from a village in 
Malaysia and is thus despised by Mei Juan, a Singaporean. He tries to woo 
Mei Juan but she plays a prank on him. When the separation was announced, 
Mei Juan is devastated, thinking that she will never see him again. However, 
all turns out well as he has chosen to stay and has served in the army, 
consequently becoming a full-fledged Singaporean. The film then moves on to 
                                                            
11 The Great World, an amusement park, opened in 1931 and was situated along Kim Seng 
Road. Along with the Great World were the Happy World and the New World, bringing in this 
new concept of entertainment which originated from Shanghai. The Great World was known 
for its rides like the Ghost Train, the Spring Court restaurant (which is still in operation along 
Upper Cross Street now), Flamingo Nite-Club and the four theatres operated by the Shaw 
showing Cantonese, Mandarin and Western films. The Great World ceased operation in 1978 
and was later redeveloped into a modern shopping mall, Great World City. Kelvin Tong, 
“Once, the World was Great,” The Straits Times, Oct 17, 1997 and Chan Kwok-bun & Yung 
Sai-shing, “Chinese Entertainment, Ethnicity, and Pleasure,” Visual Anthropology, 18(2005): 
113-115. 
12 Examples of the discussions spun off can be seen in articles like Ou Rubai, "Shiqu de 
dashijie," Lianhe zaobao, March 16, 2011 and Deng Guocheng, "Dashijie li de shijie--wo zai 
yongchunyuan de rizi," Lianhe zaobao, Feb 13, 2011. 
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portray the Flamingo Nite-Club with Rose, the lead singer, waiting for her old 
flame, Henry, who had been captured by the communists. He appears ten 
years later, married with two children. Rose picks herself up and discovers her 
manager's love for her all these years. The final story is about Ah Meng 
himself having a wedding banquet at Spring Court [Yong chun yuan] when the 
Japanese invade Singapore at the start of the World War II. The restaurant 
workers keep the invasion from the guests and prepare a sumptuous meal for 
everyone. The film then meanders back to the present, where Ah Min goes 
back to the photo studio and decides to keep it in operation. 
 
The Industrial Leap Forward 
 Both films differ vastly in terms of their marketing strategies and 
choices of languages. A comparison of both will enable an enhanced overview 
of the evolving film industry in Singapore. Putting both films in context with 
their marketing strategies reveals the awareness of a viable local market and 
an improved acknowledgement of, and confidence in local talents in the film 
industry. Analyzing the use of languages provides insights in the censorship 
issues in Singapore. These are closely linked to the development of the film 
industry till today. The development of the film industry, in turn, enables 
gradual audience acceptance of local films and better local films with content 
close to the hearts of the locals, a leap closer to the emergence of kampung 
nostalgia in the theatres. Though the film industry is still young and has room 
for improvement, the development reflects Singaporeans’ growing concern for 
their own film industry, prepping the industry for the emergence of nostalgia 
films. 
 For the marketing of the films, Forever Fever emphasizes the disco 
fever of the 1970s, which was a global trend for the young. As seen in the 
newspaper write-ups on Forever Fever, its foreign accolades of being picked 
up by Miramax, earning three times its budget overseas even before its 
screening in Singapore etc. are repeatedly accentuated. This reflects a film 
industry, inclusive of the film critics, which not only tends to see foreign 
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recognition as more important than local resonance, but also fails to see a 
market for local factors in films.  
 In contrast, It's a Great Great World emphasizes on the collective 
memory of all Singaporeans. As such, the use of Chinese dialects and the 
Great World are especially brought to light. While the media conference for 
the debut of the film circled around the use of dialects, MediaCorp also 
broadcasted two variety shows, Amazing Great World and Great World Once 
More which reconstructed and introduced the Great World of former times 
while blending in the making of the film.13 The latter of the two films aims to 
brand itself by portraying a nostalgia unique to Singapore, with not only the 
entertainment that saturated the lives of most Singaporeans from the 1930s to 
1970s, but also the Chinese dialects lost with time. Despite having famous 
foreign actors like Nancy Sit (starring Ah Min's mother) from Hong Kong and 
Sam Tseng (starring Tiger who is also the boss of the children play group) 
from Taiwan, they are not individually highlighted. Instead, they are blended 
into the local cast, be it in posters, trailers or media conferences. All the 
trailers underline that it is a film by Kelvin Tong, the local director. In 
addition, he led the cast to the media conference and his interview was 
included in the variety shows meant to market the film. This goes to show that 
the director also functioned as a form of attraction. On the contrary, Glen Goei 
only rendered a write up by Kelvin Tong, who quit journalism and later 
directed It's a Great Great World, in relation to the film in the papers. The rest 
of the newspaper reports focused on the film's achievements overseas. 
 The marketing of the films not only reveals what attracts the audience 
but also what the filmmakers and distributors consider attractive to the masses. 
Fundamentally, the comparison depicts a change in marketing emphasis. 
While Forever Fever emphasized its foreign achievements, It's a Great Great 
World did not draw attention to any of the foreign stars but used the local 
director as a type of branding and the collective memory of Singaporeans as a 
selling point. Such a disparity is reflective of the industry's shift from not 
                                                            
13 Hong Minghua, "Pai dashijie yiren bei fangyan dabai," Lianhe zaobao, Jan 27, 2011. 
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recognizing local talents and the attraction of a Singapore film to applauding 
the local elements and using local talents as a type of distinct branding.  
 After Peter Bogdanovich's Saint Jack in 1979, Singapore's fillm 
industry revived with a poorly received English film, Medium Rare (dir. 
Arthur Smith, 1991), loosely adapted from the case of Adrian Lim 14 . In 
Siddique's words, it is "consciously marketed for the international audience 
and offers a lavish, exotic spectacle of the supernatural, the decadent, the 
macabre, and the sensual for global consumption". 15 In the early years of 
revival, even an all-time favourite TV character Liang Popo 16  had to be 
matched with Hong Kong stars, Eric Tsang and Sheren Tang in Liang Popo: 
The Movie [Liang popo chongchu jianghu] (dir. Teng Bee Lian, 1999) as if 
this well-known character which had accompanied the growing up of 
Singaporeans did not render sufficient appeal.   
 In 1998, Money No Enough [Qian bugou yong] (dir. T.L. Tay), made 
and produced by Jack Neo, brought Jack Neo and his team, which consisted of 
Mark Lee, Henry Thia and the late John Cheng, into the local movie sphere. 
The successful box office not only elevated Jack Neo's status from a TV 
comedian to a filmmaker but also enabled the shedding of a conviction that a 
local market for a true blue Singaporean film does not exist. With the success 
of his following films like I Not Stupid [Xiaohai bu ben] (dir. Jack Neo, 2002) 
and Homerun [Paoba haizi] (dir. Jack Neo, 2003), Jack Neo became a highly 
marketable brand name in the local film market. Local directors are gradually 
                                                            
14 Adrian Lim was a self-professed medium. Together with his wife and his mistress, he not 
only convinced many of his clients to sleep with him but also murdered two young children. 
The three were sentenced to death in 1988. For more on Adrian Lim's case, see N.G. Kutty, 
Adrian Lim's Beastly Killings (Singapore: Aequitas Management Consultants, 1989). 
15 Sophia Siddique, “Images of the City-Nation: Singapore Cinema in the 1990s.” (PhD 
dissertation, University of Southern California, 2001), p.142. Indeed, not only was the main 
audience target not Singaporeans but Americans, the case of Adrian Lim was readapted to 
include an American female instead of the two Chinese lovers Adrian Lim had. On top of that, 
both the director and main lead were replaced by Americans, director Tony Yeow by Arthur 
Smith and the male lead Lim Kay Siu by Dore Kraus. 
16 Liang Popo, literally Granny Neo, is a character created by Jack Neo in the 1990s. Liang 
Popo first appeared in the popular Comedy Night and became a symbol of the local comedy 
scene together with Liang Ximei (another character created by Jack Neo). 
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gaining their foothold in the film industry and becoming distinct selling points 
to the local audience.  
 As with It's a Great Great World, ever since Kelvin Tong's successful 
Pan-Asian collaboration like The Maid [Nüyong] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 2005) and 
Rule #1 [Diyijie] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 2008), his name has become a selling 
point. The audience looks forward to catching a film of the same calibre or 
better. Just like other Southeast Asian countries, the development of a new 
kind of micro cinema which enables films shot on digital home consumer 
cameras to be released theatrically has also "brought a new generation of 
filmmakers and new voices from a part of the world to the international film 
scene" through film festivals.17 Amongst these directors are Eric Khoo and 
Royston Tan who received awards at international film festivals. Their 
recognition overseas transformed their names into renowned local brand 
names and enabled Singaporeans to identify and applaud their own talents. 
 In addition to that, due to calls for a resuscitation of the local film 
industry since the 1980s, the authorities have shifted their opinion in favour of 
reviving the industry.18 For one, the film and media education was at last 
recognized as a necessity and was gradually introduced in the 1990s as tertiary 
programs, giving rise to a pool of professionally trained filmmakers like Boo 
Junfeng.19 The success of the directors since the revival period and the new 
directors who are professionally trained oversaw the emergence of a pool of 
professional filmmakers in Singapore, making it possible to make quality 
films locally. 
                                                            
17 Tilman Baumgärtel, "Introduction: Independent Cinema in Southeast Asia," Tilman 
Baumgärtel (ed.), Southeast Asian Independent Cinema (Singapore: NUS Press, 2012), p.3. 
18 For more on the resuscitation of the Singapore film industry, see Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng 
Uhde, Latent Images, pp.54-70. 
19 Among schools which offer such programmes are Ngee Ann Polytechnic, Temasek 
Polytechnic, Singapore Polyclinic, Nanyang Technological University of Singapore and 
National University of Singapore. Private schools like Lasalle College of the Arts and Nanyang 
Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) have also included film into their curriculum in recent years. 
Boo Junfeng, one of the notable young filmmakers whose feature film which will be 
discussed in Chapter Three, is one of those who benefitted from the film and media 
education. See Boo Junfeng, Boo Junfeng, accessed Jan 29, 2013, http://boojunfeng.com. 
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 Another difference in the marketing strategies is the degree to which 
publicity was done on the home turf. As related by Tong, it was a "lukewarm 
business" that Forever Fever's marketing had done locally, especially in 
contrast to a "sharp" marketing strategy in USA with huge posters and 
cardboard standees in shopping centres.20 It's a Great Great World, on the 
contrary, advertised so much locally that there were complaints about it.21 
This shows that Forever Fever, which was released in the 1990s, failed to see 
a viable market in Singapore while, into the second decade of the 21st century, 
It's a Great Great World sought to reach out to the local audience. 
 Despite the increasing recognition of a local market, local film 
directors still face immense problems with distribution, especially within its 
own market. Cinemas still prefer Hollywood productions as they are deemed 
to be more attractive to local audience, and also as long-term investments 
since a continuing contract with Hollywood distributors will ensure the 
screening rights of more sales-worthy productions to come.22 Many of the so-
called art house films will therefore have to go international so as to prove 
their market capacity to cinemas and distributors.23  
                                                            
20 Kelvin Tong, "Thumbs up for Forever Fever," The Straits Times, Aug 17, 1998. 
21 Chen Yunhong, "Duzhe henpi dashijie: xuanchuan tai duo tai pinmi pilao hongzha," Lianhe 
zaobao, Feb 10, 2011. 
22 Eva Tang, Lee Lieh, Angie Chen & Michelle Chong, “Localisation and Universal Values in 
Chinese Cinema: A Dialogue with Film-makers from Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore,” 
notes taken by the author, April 28, 2013. 
23 Ibid. Anthony Chen's first feature film Ilo Ilo [Bama buzaijia] (2013), which won the Golden 
Camera Award in Cannes, is a great example. During its making, few thought the film would 
make it big. However, with this foreign accolade, not only did Golden Village grant it 
eighteen screens, its distribution rights were sold all over the world within seven hours. Li 
Yiyun, "Chen zheyi kangcheng huojiang, gongzuo yaoyue paishandaohai," Lianhe zaobao, 
May 28, 2013.  After Ilo Ilo ended its screening in Singapore, it won the Best Supporting 
Actress, Best Original Script, Best New Director and Best Film at the Golden Horse Awards in 
2013. This was not only a good form of marketing for the film in Taiwan, it also led to Golden 
Village extending its screening in Singapore.  
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 As the film industry continues to thrive, funding also becomes a 
substantial issue.24 Film production has been made much easier with the rising 
concern about the development of the film industry. The Singapore Film 
Commission (SFC) was formed in 1998 to not only aid funding, facilitation 
and promotion of filmmaking, but also assist the training of filmmakers. In 
2003, SFC became part of the Media Development Authority (MDA). 
According to its website, it seeks to further encourage collaborations with 
international partners, so as to achieve international and local appeal under the 
Media 21 blueprint. 25 Together with the formation of SFC and MDA, funds 
and scholarships were set up to make the pursuit of a filmmaking career 
relatively easier than it was for the pioneers in the 1990s.26 
 On the other hand, since the closing down of Cathay-Keris in the 
1970s, there was no company which functioned like a film studio in Singapore 
until MediaCorp Raintree Pictures was set up in 1998. The opening picture of 
MediaCorp Raintree Pictures is Liang Popo: The Movie and since then, it has 
successfully made many of the most popular titles like I Not Stupid, Homerun 
and 881(dir. Royston Tan, 2007). 27It's a Great Great World was able to enjoy 
such intensive publicity mostly because it was a studio production by 
MediaCorp Raintree Pictures. As MediaCorp Raintree Pictures is the movie 
business of the Media Corporation of Singapore (MediaCorp), the only TV 
                                                            
24 Not only is Money No Enough an independent film with one of the highest box office 
receipts attained for local films, many of the recent popular local films like Already Famous 
[Yipaoerhong] (dir. Michelle Chong, 2011) are also independent productions. 
25 Media 21 is released in 2003. It envisions Singapore to be the global media city and the 
MDA is established in vision of that. In 2009, a revised blueprint Singapore Media Fusion Plan 
(SMFP) is released to help keep Singapore's media sector competitive. For more on Media 21, 
see  Media Development Authority, Media 21: transforming Singapore into a Global Media 
City, last modified Aug 2003, http://www.mnddc.org/asd-employment/pdf/03-M21-
MDA.pdf; For SMFP, see Media Development Authority, Singapore Media Fusion Plan, 
accessed Jan 29, 2013, http://www.smf.sg/SMFP/MDA_ebook/index.html. 
26 For more information on the different funding schemes and scholarships available, see 
Singapore Media Fusion, MDA Grant Schemes, accessed Jan 29, 2013, 
http://www.smf.sg/schemes/Pages/MDAGrantSchemes.aspx. 
27 Other than local productions, MediaCorp Raintree Pictures also seeks to have regional 
collaborations and has produced well-received titles like The Maid, The Eye [Jiangui] (dir. 
Danny Pang & Oxide Pang, 2002) and 14 Blades [Jinyiwei] (dir. Daniel Lee, 2010). 
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broadcaster in Singapore, not only does It's a Great Great World have 
stronger backing particularly in terms of the cast, publicity can also be easily 
done through repeated advertising on the local TV channels. 
 Lastly, Forever Fever uses predominantly English, peppered with 
Singlish (Singapore English) and the Hokkien dialect, while It's a Great Great 
World uses Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese, Hakka, Hokkien, Teochew, 
Hainanese and Shanghainese. Beside the fact that Forever Fever's target 
audience is the Westerners, which then requires the film to be more relatable; 
it could also be due to self-censorship, so as to guarantee its theatrical release. 
Censorship based on the use of dialects has always been a contentious topic in 
Singapore. Since the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 1979, films 
meant for theatrical releases have to be primarily in Mandarin Chinese instead 
of Chinese dialects. 28  The call for lifting this restriction is based on the 
grounds that the dialect content no longer affects the use of Mandarin Chinese 
in Singapore and that dialects are part of the heritage that ought to be 
preserved. 29 Though filmmakers are showing increasing concern over this 
issue and have tried testing the MDA's threshold with dialects as seen in It's a 
Great Great World and 12 Lotus, the censorship rule still stands. However, at 
least, self-censorship seems to have been reduced as seen from the comparison 
of Forever Fever and It's a Great Great World. 
 The stringent censorship practices are said to originate from the 
influence of the British during the colonial period.30 This stringency is not 
restricted to the use of languages.31 Though adjustments had been made to 
                                                            
28 For example, Royston Tan's 12 Lotus [Shier Lianhua] (2008) had to be dubbed over in 
Mandarin for some parts because about 60% of the film is in dialect. Chan Boon, "Speaking 
up for Dialect in Films," The Straits Times, May 23, 2012. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images, p.3. For more on censorship during the 
colonial period, see Rex Stevenson, "Cinemas and Censorship in Colonial Malaya," Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies 5, no. 2 (1974): pp.209-224. 
31For the current basis on cuts for films, see Clarissa Oon, "Primer: The Bumpy Road of 
Censorship," The Straits Times, July 6, 2012. Back in the 1970s, precedents of such stringent 
censorship can already be found. For example, in Dec 8, 1972,  the Singapore government 
banned the screening of kungfu films. Xu Yongshun, Xinjiapo dianyingjie jiyao (Xinjipo: 
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allow Singaporeans access to a greater variety of films through processes such 
as diversifying the classification of film ratings, the benchmark of the MDA's 
censorship and classification remains ambiguous to not only the public but 
also filmmakers whose films are submitted for perusal. 32  The low 
transparency deviates from the growing industry's wish to popularize local 
films in Singapore as it deters local films from achieving a classification 
which will ensure a better outreach to the audience. 
 Though still far from perfection, Singapore's film industry has 
indisputably matured over the decade. The gradual development of the film 
industry is well reflected in the films produced. Recent films tend to 
emphasize the reconstruction of Singapore, hence placing more emphasis on 
memory and nostalgia unique to Singaporeans. As with Forever Fever and It's 
a Great Great World, the latter seeks to portray a unique Singapore, reaching 
out to the locals while the former portrays Singapore as a mere melting pot of 
cultures, seeking to sell internationally. 
 
The Social Leap Forward 
 In this section of the chapter, I will examine and compare the 
performance of memory in both films in order to unearth how the changes in 
the film industry bring about related changes in the films and more 
importantly to understand the changes from a societal level. A study of the 
cinematic performance of memories in Forever Fever will show an attempt to 
portray a national memory simplified into what seems more like a globalized 
memory. This may enable the film to transcend boundaries, but may not 
                                                                                                                                                           
Netucc, 2013), p.56. For more on current film classification ratings, see Media Development 
Authority, Classification Ratings for Films and Videos, accessed May 16, 2013, 
http://www.mda.gov.sg/public/mediaclassification/filmsandvideos/pages/ratingsfilmsandvid
eos.aspx. 
32 During the Singapore Chinese Film Festival conference, Singaporean director Chai Yee Wei 
pointed out that there were no clear instructions given as to which scenes ought to be cut so 
as to move films from one category to another even after the films were perused. Wang Jing, 
Hao Jie, Han Yew Kwang, Chai Yee Wei & Anthony Chen, “Writing and Directing for Chinese 
Cinema: The Balance between Art and Commerce,” notes taken by the author, May 5, 2013. 
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necessarily appeal to the locals. Putting it in contrast to It's a Great Great 
World, this shows the latter's desire to retain the feel of "authenticity", 
reflecting the society’s inclination towards preserving a "true" heritage of 
Singapore. 
 Perhaps the only scene that exemplifies the localness in Forever Fever 
is the lingering establishing shot when Hock first returns home in the film. The 
shot lingers longer than usual before the camera zooms in slowly and Hock 
emerges from the crowd (Figure 1). This provides ample time for the audience 
to take in the surroundings. The roadside vendors and shophouses were a 
common sight during the 1970s. In the distant background is the poster of 
Saturday Night Fever which foreshadows the storyline. More importantly, the 
building on which the poster hangs is Majestic Theatre33. It acts not only as a 
landmark to let the Singapore audience locate Hock’s place with ease but also 
functions as a trigger of memory onset. The soft yet warm evening setting 
coupled with the sweet melancholic melody pans the scene towards a feeling 
of nostalgia. Singapore’s local memory is highlighted through the nostalgic 
depiction of Majestic theatre and Chinatown where Hock lives. 
                                                            
33 Majestic Theatre, a prominent landmark of Chinatown, was built along Eu Tong Seng Street 
in 1927. In the 1950s, Majestic Theatres was a popular theatre amongst Singaporeans and 
had had appearances by famous Hong Kong stars. In 2003, it was re-opened as a shopping 
mall and renamed The Majestic. See Heirwin Md Nasir, “Majestic Theatre,” Singapore 
Infopedia (Singapore: National Library Board, 2004), accessed July 16, 2012, 
http://infopedia.nl.sg/articles/SIP_189_2004-12-24.html. 
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Figure 1: The lingering establishing shot enables audience to fully take in the surroundings. 
 With the exception of this scene, visually reconstructing Singapore in 
the 1970s is low in priority.34 Even with scenes of Hock having his imaginary 
ride, he is seen either with a close up or just riding along roads lined with 
trees. The location sets like the disco and coffee shop also serve more to 
contain the storyline and to create exoticism than to put forth the idea of 
nostalgia and collective memory. This is apparent towards the end of the film. 
Hock runs to find Mei. As he runs, Bee Gees' How Deep is Your Love plays in 
the background. The audience follows Hock through a Chinese temple, an 
Indian temple, a park with elderly practising Taichi and a hawker centre, 
before he finally reaches Mei. While the scene is reminiscent of Saturday 
Night Fever's ending, the choice of locations woven through Hock’s path 
creates an exotic feel for a foreign audience, especially with the religious 
places and the practising of Taichi. The core of the cinematic performance of 
the memory is of Bruce Lee, John Travolta, Saturday Night Fever and the 
disco experience. Leeching on Singapore’s East meets West element, Forever 
                                                            
34 Undoubtedly, there are elements like the popular movie snack, kacang putih (literally 
white beans in Malay), during the 1970s and classic advertisements of that era, like the 
Ribena advertisement which appeared after the Bruce Lee movie, on Hock's TV. They serve 
more to highlight the time and location and are not so much the focus of the film. Not much 
effort had been put in to reconstruct the details of such elements, especially in comparison 
to It's a Great Great World which will be discussed later in the chapter. 
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Fever constructs more of an international and universal memory with a touch 
of exoticism.35 
 What starts the film after establishing the time as 1977, is the radio 
broadcast from Los Angeles and a global map. Subsequently, there is a series 
of radio broadcast snippets from around the world with the world map filling 
the screen before Singapore’s radio broadcast is heard and its location 
introduced on the map (Figure 2). This opening scene has already set the tune 
of the cinematic performance of a supposedly Singaporean memory. The 
memory is not only placed on a global map but is also being drawn parallel 
with the rest of the world with similar broadcasting content in different 
languages. The subsequent scene brings us to the supermarket, Oriental 
Emporium, which was a well-known name in Singapore and Malaysia during 
the late 1960s to the 1980s. However, the supermarket itself is also a vivid 
metaphor for Westernization. Likewise, the reminisced forms of 
entertainments and commodities in Forever Fever emit universality and 
westernization, like movie going, disco dancing, bowling and the Triumph 
motor bicycle. Furthermore, the 1970s was exactly the period in which discos 
and supermarkets found their way into Singapore, threatening the existing 
forms of entertainment like the Great World which will be discussed below. 
The choice of time frame, urban space and items presented, make Singapore’s 
memory of the 1970s into a commodity with universality.  
                                                            
35 Some might argue that the East meets West factor constitutes Singaporean’s collective 
memory too. However, a so called East meets West factor is a common phenomenon in 
globalized cities like Hong Kong. A better representative of Singapore’s collective memory 
will definitely be one that is derived from its unique culture, location etc.. 
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Figure 2: Singapore is being placed on the global map right from the start. 
 Continuing from the opening scene is a shot of the supermarket, where 
the audience is coerced to take on an amusing but somewhat erotic male gaze 
to trail a female’s swaying hips as they cruise through the supermarket (Figure 
3). The swaying hips leads us to Hock mimicking Bruce Lee’s signature 
moves accompanied with the signature disco song, Kungfu Fighting, released 
in 1974. As Berry and Farquhar point out, “opening the film by showing Ah 
Hock to be a Bruce Lee fan is also an astute move, enabling international 
audiences to relate to a distinctively Singaporean character through the 
common reference point of a global star” (Figure 4). 36 Despite transforming 
into John Travolta later into the film, Hock eventually uses his East influence, 
Bruce Lee, to fight off the antagonist. What is national, as Berry and Farquhar 
put it, is reduced to a good blend of the East and West in midst of the 
transnational, failing to bring out the distinctiveness of a Singaporean identity.   
                                                            
36 Chris Berry & Mary Farquhar, China on Screen, p.220. 
- 35 - 
 
 
Figure 3: Audience is made to follow a female’s swaying hips while cruising through the supermarket. 
 
Figure 4: Hock makes his opening appearance through the common reference point of a global star, 
Bruce Lee. 
 This oversimplification of what constitutes the Singaporean culture in 
the 1970s shows the filmmakers' disability to recognize their own culture. 
Though performing the memories of Singapore in the 1970s, the film does not 
materialize as being capable of projecting the culture, history, let alone the arts 
of Singapore. It brings out only the East meet West component of Singapore, 
reducing Singapore to a mere mishmash of cultures. Other films from the late 
1990s and the first few years into the 21st century share similar traits of such 
disregard for its own culture. The focus is placed on the Singaporeans’ way of 
life, but only to condemn the invasion of Western materialistic values (Jack 
Neo's films), to reflect the difficulties of the grassroots (Jack Neo's films) and 
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alienation (Eric Khoo's and Royston Tan's filme) etc. which is, to a very large 
extent, common issues of urban lives. 
 “Survival meant modernization”, thus meeting the country’s material 
needs was the top priority for the government when Singapore first became 
independent, hence the whole cultural dimension was not seen to be of 
importance.37 The 1950s saw the commencement of rapid urban changes in 
Singapore, and along with it came endless demolishing and reconstructing. 
While urban redevelopment gradually fell in place, a new set of problems set 
in. As with many Third World countries undergoing urban redevelopment, 
Singapore began facing the issue of heritage loss.38 By the 1980s, heritage loss 
was finally noted by the government with apprehension, due to increased 
westernization and a need to promote local tourism, leading to a necessity for 
city branding. 39  The apprehension consequently led to the launch of 
conservation projects and a preservation-conservation debate amongst 
Singaporeans.40 
 The conservation issue not only found its way into public discussion 
and the scholarly field but also the media sphere of Singapore. Reminiscing 
and preserving memories of days gone by have gradually become a trend, 
even in the media. Period drama series like The Little Nonya [Xiao niangre] 
                                                            
37 Loh Kah Seng, “Within the Singapore Story: The Use and Narrative of History in Singapore,” 
Crossroads: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Southeast Asian Studies12, No. 2(1998): pp.3-4. 
38 Tunbridge, Dix and many others have discussed the issue of the loss of cultural heritage 
due to rapid urban development in Third World countries. See J.E. Tunbridge “Whose 
Heritage to Conserve? Cross Cultural Reflections upon Political Dominance and Urban 
Heritage Conservation,” Canadian Geographer, 28(1984): pp.171-180 and G. Dix, 
“Conservation and Change in the City,” Third World Planning Review, 12, No. 4 (1990): 
pp.385-406. 
39 Yeoh and Huang explain the concern over westernisation and the need to strengthen the 
tourist industry while discussing their relations to conservation efforts in Singapore. Yuen 
focuses on the connection between tourism and the conservation of heritage, in particular, 
that of city branding. See Brenda Yeoh & Shirlena Huang, “The Conservation-Redevelopment 
Dilemma in Singapore: The Case of the Kampong Glam Historic District,” Cities, 13, No. 6 
(1996): pp.412-415 and Belinda Yuen, “Reclaiming Cultural Heritage in Singapore,” Urban 
Affairs Review, 41, No. 6(2006): pp.832-837. 
40 For more on the conservation projects and the preservation-conservation debate, see 
Appendix I. 
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(2008) and the recent Joys of Life [Huayang renjian] (2012) tend to attract 
higher viewership. Interestingly, the Singapore government also initiated a 
Singapore Memory Project in 2011 to “collect, preserve and provide access to 
Singapore’s knowledge materials, so as to tell the Singapore Story”.41 At the 
same time, the Singaporean cinema also starts reflecting its concern for a loss 
of heritage. Cinema acts not only as a repository for that which is vanishing, 
but is also able to reconstruct the vanished. Despite Royston Tan’s fame for 
his controversial films like 15(2003), he has contributed largely to the 
preservation of the Singapore heritage through the making of his short films 
like Hock Hiap Leong (2001), Old Places [Lao difang] (dir. Royston tan, 
Victric Thng & Eva Tang, 2010) and The Old Man and The River [Laoren yu 
he] (2003). Using his television film Old Places as an example, the film is 
made up of forty-five old places in Singapore beautifully portrayed with 
voiceovers telling stories of the past. The places chosen range from old 
Chinese temples to playgrounds with collective sentimental values, preserving 
these places on film. Short films aside, 881 (dir. Royston Tan, 2007) and 12 
Lotus [Shier lianhua] (dir. Royston Tan, 2008) are feature films which touch 
on the topic of Singapore heritage and will be discussed in the chapter to 
come.  
 Despite the amusement parks (Great World, New World and Gay 
World) being a product originating from and influenced by Shanghai and the 
West, they are of "gradual assimilation that could be argued as culturally 
unique and historically significant".42 More than a decade later, It's a Great 
Great World, another period film, chose a set that displays the East meets 
West element but with a stronger sense of locality. An analysis of the film will 
show its connection to a desire to market the film to the local audience by 
emphasizing the collective memory of Singaporeans through the creation of a 
fictional authenticity. This, in turn, reflects a change in the local audience's 
                                                            
41 Singapore Memory Project, Singapore Memory Project, accessed July 20, 2012, 
http://www.singaporememory.sg/help-info/#content-about. 
42 Wong Yunn Chii & Tan Kar Lin, "Emergence of a Cosmopolitan Space for Culture and 
Consumption: The New World Amusement Park-Singapore (1923–70) in the Inter-war Years," 
Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 5, no. 2 (2004): p.281. 
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taste and the filmmakers' take which is closely related to the above discussed 
preservation surge. 
It’s a Great Great World starts with a montage of photo negatives. 
These images are not of the stars featured in the film trying to duplicate the 
ambiance of the past, but of authentic everyday life images (Figure 5) 
accompanied with a sweet melancholic music which adds to the nostalgic feel. 
This is a huge contrast to Forever Fever which places Singapore on the global 
map right from the start. After playing the reel of negatives, the film continues 
to show Huey, Ah Min's grandmother, taking pictures for the main characters 
of the stories. Following which, the film begins with a photo studio facing 
imminent closure. Nancy Sit, who plays Ah Min’s mother, narrates her 
character’s childhood days in the Great World inside the studio, and the 
images of real photos come into sight once again. These real images, coupled 
with fictional images, show Tong’s wish to achieve a certain degree of 
authenticity despite being a fictional film. The concluding story serves as an 
excellent example to reveal the film’s desire for authenticity which relates to 
the local audience. 
 
Figure 5: Negatives of everyday life images shown at the opening. 
The final story portrays Meng’s wedding dinner held at the well-
known Spring Court. There are two scenes especially worth highlighting. The 
first is the close ups of the dishes. In this scene, as the waitress shouts out the 
names of the dishes, the respective close ups of the dishes are shown. These 
dishes are those that existed then and Tong had specially invited the chef then 
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to cook the dishes so as to recreate them as perfectly as possible. Another 
scene is a conscientious effort to portray a phenomenon which has been lost 
with time. The scene shows Auntie Lucy running towards the chefs and the 
waitress to inform them that the Japanese have invaded Singapore. With futile 
attempts to convey her concerns in Hakka, Auntie Lucy tries again in 
Shanghainese and Hainanese, before the Hainanese chefs played by Bryan 
Wong and Zhang Yaodong understand her. Kym Ng, who plays the waitress 
then repeats the phrase “Japanese” a few times before she also realizes what it 
means, albeit in Teochew. The head chef played by Marcus Chin repeats the 
sequence and finally exclaims loudly in Cantonese. By then, everyone 
understands the peril they are in. Although amusing and deserving of laughter, 
the scene has depicted how the Chinese in Singapore used to communicate in 
the past.43   
 Throughout the cinematic performance of memory in this film, Tong 
uses numerous carriers of memory, like the food, as previously discussed. 
Photos are not only used by Ah Min to prompt Ah Meng to talk, but also to 
trigger the memory of the audience with the real life images as stated before. 
Music acts as an excellent form of memory carrier too. It can serve as “access 
points to long term storage of historical memories”, trigger “recollections—
and emotions—long forgotten” and also make calls on “habit memory”. 44 
Choosing Flamingo, a famous nightclub then, as one of the stories’ main 
setting allows the use of music and songs as memory carriers while depicting 
one of the main entertainment spots then.  
 The choice of the songs further enhances the performance of memory 
in the film. The song sung by Rose prior to meeting her old flame, Henry, is 
Rose, Rose, I Love You [Meigui meigui wo ai ni]. It is one of the songs 
                                                            
43 Singapore’s Chinese community is made up of different dialect groups. Prior to PAP’s 
initiative for the Speak Mandarin Campaign in the late 1970s, the Chinese in Singapore 
communicated mostly in their respective dialects. For more information on the different 
dialect groups, see Cheng Lim Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore: A Socio-
economic Geography with Special Reference to Bang Structure (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1985), p.14. 
44Kay Kaufman Shelemay, Soundscapes: Exploring Music in a Changing World (New York: 
Norton, 2001), p.213. 
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accompanying the 1940 film The Wandering Songstress [Tianya genü] (dir. 
Wu Cun) and can be considered as an emblem of old Shanghai. This song 
therefore portrays Rose’s longing for the past which locks her happy 
memories of Henry on one hand, while on the other it triggers the older 
audience’s memory of the poor female singer, a familiar image of females in 
the late 1930s and early 1940s Shanghai films. Later on, a transformed Rose 
will sing Unspeakable Joy [Shuobuchu de kuaihuo], a song by Grace Chang, 
representative of Cathay’s mid 20th century gewupian (films characterized by 
songs and dances) which used to enjoy a high level of popularity in Southeast 
Asia. The change of song not only propels the plot, symbolizing Rose’s 
transitional moving on but also further brings out the performance of the 
memory of Grace Chang and the Cathay’s gewupians which were then shown 
in the Great World theatres.    
 The memories of the amusement park period are also 
performed in more obscure ways. One example is the casting of Nancy Sit. 
Nancy Sit appears awkward for the role she is playing. As someone who grew 
up in Singapore with a mother from the Hokkien dialect group, she speaks 
almost no Hokkien but Cantonese or Mandarin with a tinge of Hong Kong 
accent. Nevertheless, being a famous star of the 1960s and 70s until she retired 
from showbiz for marriage, her presence enables audience to recollect the 
1960s and 70s right from the start in the contemporary setting, thus setting the 
tone for the performance of memory to be heightened later into the film as 
analyzed. Another example is the scene portrayed in sepia with Mei Juan 
trying to appease the medicine oil seller’s son. The old photo filter and the 
exaggerated slow motion are reminiscent of the older Chinese films (Figure 6). 
This gives the audience an opportunity to relish the filmgoing experience of 
days gone by. These subtle performances of memory embedded in the film 
widen the scope of memory performed to more than that of the Great World.45 
                                                            
45 The list of subtle memory performances is non-exhaustive. Other than paying attention to 
minute details such as having the original movie poster of Vertigo (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 1958) 
and the old soft drink bottles, the casting of Xiang Yun and the late Huang Wenyong in the 
story of the Flamingo night club creates nostalgia for the old local TV dramas too as they are 
the first golden couple in the history of Singaporean drama. 
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This gives the audience an opportunity to relish the filmgoing experience of 
days gone by. These subtle performances of memory embedded in the film 
widen the scope of memory performed to more than that of the Great World.46 
The memory performed now encompasses even the everyday entertainment of 
the past.  
  
Figure 6: Special filters were used to recreate filmgoing experience in the past. 
As compared to Forever Fever, It’s a Great Great World emits a 
stronger sense of nostalgia. For one, the lighting softens when the film enters 
the narration of the Great World era. Such a beautifying lighting coupled with 
the old school setting creates a nostalgic mood (Figure 7). In Berman's words, 
nostalgia is “like a failure of our collective cultural confidence in the 
modernizing impulse”.47 Singapore has moved from being a country devoid of 
history and heritage to one with increased concerns about its culture. The film, 
with its focus on performing a unique collective memory of Singaporeans, 
reflects a gradual recognition of its own culture. And, the touch of nostalgia in 
                                                            
46 The list of subtle memory performances is non-exhaustive. Other than paying attention to 
minute details such as having the original movie poster of Vertigo (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 1958) 
and the old soft drink bottles, the casting of Xiang Yun and the late Huang Wenyong in the 
story of the Flamingo night club creates nostalgia for the old local TV dramas too as they are 
the first golden couple in the history of Singaporean drama. 
47 Marshall Berman, All That is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity, quoted from 
Christopher Shaw & Malcolm Chase, “The Dimensions of Nostalgia,” Christopher Shaw & 
Malcolm Chase (eds.), The Imagined Past: History and Nostalgia (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1989), p.8. 
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the film displays the “failure of our collective cultural confidence” which is 
also shown in its rising concern for heritage preservation. 
 
Figure 7: Soft and warm yellowish lighting coupled with the late 1950s furniture and objects emanate 
a sense of nostalgia. 
Alongside the change in the film industry, is an increased concern for 
preservation, closely related to kampung nostalgia at the societal level, 
prepping the local audience for the screening of kampung nostalgia.  
 
The Political Leap Forward 
 Another point worth mentioning is the governmental influence that 
comes with the government's increasing concern for both the cultural 
preservation and the film industry. Though not the focal point of this thesis, it 
helps explain the delayed entrance of kampung nostalgia and the increase in 
such nostalgic films.  
 In order to survive, economic success was of the utmost importance. 
Both the cultural and historical landscapes were largely neglected by the 
government and the people. However, by the mid 1970s, "the PAP 
government realized that individuals who achieve or fail by their own effort 
are often devoid of a sense of responsibility to the well-being of fellow 
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citizens and to the 'nation' as a community".48 In the 1980s, the government 
began to salvage the situation. Preservation projects commenced, as discussed 
in the previous section. The first textbook on Singapore history was issued in 
1984. 49  Subsequently, the government worked on instilling a sense of 
belonging in its citizens by building the nation's collective memory through 
memory projects and promoting the kampung spirit which will be discussed in 
the following chapter.50  
 As seen in the earlier sections, government funding for filmmaking 
began at the turn of the century. MediaCorp Raintree Pictures, a film studio 
closely related to the government, was also set up. This meant the beginning 
of government backing in the industry which, perhaps, is one of the 
explanations for delayed nostalgia in Singapore's film scene. Films produced 
before the 21st century were mostly independent productions with no 
government funding. The director had greater freedom as to what to include in 
his film. For instance, films like Eric Khoo's Meepok Man (1995) and 12 
Storeys (1997) had no intent to uphold Singapore's facade as a First World 
country. Not only did Khoo place his focus on alienation and the "grittier, less 
sanitized images of Singapore's underbelly", he also displayed a vague tinge of 
nostalgia for the unofficial past and side of Singapore. As an illustration, 
Meepok Man's protagonist is a kind but dimwitted noodle-seller who rescues 
Bunny after she is hit by a car. The female protagonist, Bunny, is a prostitute 
who sacrifices herself to give her family a better living. Geylang, the red light 
district of Singapore, where the story takes place is shot aesthetically and 
almost nostalgically by Khoo. Khoo gives the dirty and dark back alleys of 
Geylang beautifully captured lingering shots which heightens the notion of 
longing for the hidden side and unofficial past of Singapore.  
                                                            
48 Chua Beng Huat, "Foreword," Hong L ysa & Huang Jianli, The Scripting of a National History: 
Singapore and Its Pasts (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), p.ix. 
49 Hong Lysa & Huang Jianli, The Scripting of a National History, pp.5&6. 
50 For more on the memory project, see Appendix I. 
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 Forever Fever is also an independent production. Its narrative similarly 
deviates from the government's desired perspective. As mentioned, the 1970s 
was a time when westernization began and surged. The Singapore government 
had tried repeatedly to remind Singaporeans of their Asian roots since then.51 
Though Hock ultimately chooses Mei over the highly westernized Julie, the 
disco culture, Saturday Night Fever and the Bee Gees songs which are 
emblems of the 1970s western culture, are represented fondly in the film.  
  Forever Fever is also a continuation of the queering, hybridity and 
implosion which poses a challenge to the government's sanitized portrayal of 
the country as Siddique has discussed.52 Like many of the Singaporean films 
from the 1990s, the film has no qualms about portraying the dark alleys and 
littered streets of Singapore, a stark contrast to the "clean and green" image the 
government has diligently been trying to uphold. The embedded LGBT 
subplot is even more controversial. Hock's brother, Leslie, appears to be the 
typical success of the Singapore meritocratic education, a doctor-to-be despite 
his humble background. However, Leslie is not happy at all. He is just doing 
what his parents want him to do. When he finally musters up his courage to 
pursue his wish to be a transvestite, he is disowned by his parents. He attempts 
suicide but ultimately manages to get his operation done with the help of his 
brother, Hock. Goei's support for the LGBT is also seen in the cinematography 
of the film. When the transvestites are first introduced in the film, the camera 
was fixated on the long and dark alley. Gradually, the three transvestites (one 
of which was played by Kumar, the only Singaporean entertainer to come out 
of the closet to date) walk from the dark to the brighter area where they meet 
Hock and gang. This not only serves to foreshadow Leslie's desire to become a 
transvestite, but also speaks much of the director's (a local gay icon himself) 
encouragement and support for the LGBT community in Singapore.  The 
                                                            
51 For more on the policies drawn up in response to trends of westernization, see Hussin 
Mutalib, "Singapore's Quest for a National Identity: The Triumphs and Trials of Government 
Policies," Ban Kah Choon, Anne Pakir & Tong Chee Kiong (eds.), Imagining Singapore 
(Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1992), pp.82-84. 
52 Sophia Siddique, “Images of the City-Nation: Singapore Cinema in the 1990s,” (PHD 
dissertation, University of Southern California, 2001), pp.123-155. 
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transvestites are no longer hidden in the dark. Notably, they play the victim of 
Hock's mocking. A true reflection of Singaporeans' disdain for the 
transvestites aside, it also creates a chance for  the audience to feel for them. 
 
 
Figure 8: Note the littered ground and the dirty shop front. This is in sharp contrast to the 
government's sanitized portrayal of Singapore. 
 
Figure 9: The transvestites emerge from the dark alley to be mocked by Hock. 
 Moving into the 21st century, as the government gets more and more 
involved in the film scene, films sometimes act like a spokesperson for the 
government. The films produced with government backing typically adopt the 
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government's stand.53 Being a MediaCorp Raintree Picture production, It's a 
Great Great World's storyline adheres closely to the official discourse of 
history. The time period and perspective the film takes on follow national 
history closely. Other than 1958, which is the reopening of Great World, the 
film chooses to have its story told at the onset of World War II, Singapore's 
independence and the 1970s. The official narration of Singapore's history 
begins with Stamford Raffles' landing in 1819. Both the World War II and 
Singapore's independence play a big part in the narration as well.  
 In the story entwined with Singapore's independence, the footage of 
Lee Kuan Yew announcing Singapore's separation from Malaysia is played. In 
the announcement, Lee Kuan Yew positioned Singapore as the victim and 
cried during the announcement for the bleak future then. This reiterates 
Singapore's narration that it was kicked out by Malaysia. On the other hand, 
Henry failed to meet Rose ten years ago because he was retained by the 
communists. The communists are placed in a bad light, blamed for the 
separation of Rose and Henry. This narration goes in line with the Singapore 
history's negative portrayal of the Malayan communists. 
                                                            
53 There are still films that are independently produced. Though some films like Almost 
Famous show tinges of kampung nostalgia, some of such films continue to portray what 
might be more politically sensitive. For instance, Khoo's Be With Me (2005) highlighted the 
dark underbelly of Singapore while depicting the alienation between people. 
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Figure 10: Real images and footages are blended with the film's narratives. These images and 
footages follow the government's official discourse. For instance, Lee Kuan Yew's announcement of 
the separation is entwined with the separation of the young couple in the film. 
 In fact, the films to be discussed in the following chapters were all 
government funded. As such, they display a kampung nostalgia, which is what 
the government is promoting, to instill a sense of community and belonging 
among Singaporeans. Its link to the political aspects will be further discussed 
in the final chapter. A point to note is that it is perhaps due to the late 
intervention of the government that the kampung nostalgia has a delayed 
appearance on screen, since the government is in favour of the kampung 
nostalgia. Films with government backing portray what the government is in 
favour of. In contrast, independent films enjoy greater freedom. Though they 
may choose to portray kampung nostalgia due to personal preferences or the 
market's expectations, they tend not to have hues of a government-led voice.54  
 
Conclusion 
 While an analysis of the films enable us to explore the filmmakers' 
aptitude to see Singapore's own culture, putting the films in context with the 
                                                            
54 For example, Almost Famous displays a distinct sense of kampung nostalgia but it shows 
no signs of connection to the national narratives with its story focused on a girl from 
Malaysia who  
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films' marketing strategies reveals the realization of not only a viable local 
market and promising local talents, but also the effect of government support 
on films. In turn, these are linked closely to the development of the film 
industry and increased preservation concerns which enabled the shedding of a 
reverse hallucination of not having local talents and market, giving rise to 
nostalgia films in Singapore. 
 Forever Fever is set in 1977, a time of high economic growth and 
modernization.55Scant attention is thus given to the culture, history or heritage 
of Singapore. Moreover, it was filmed during the late 1990s, a period in which 
the culture and history of Singapore were still relatively neglected, therefore 
simply blending the East and the West together to represent Singapore 
appeared to be perfectly fine. The inability to concur with one's own culture 
might very well have affected Goei’s process of reminiscing the 1970s and 
consequently the portrayal. In contrast, It’s a Great Great World is mostly set 
before the economic spurt and modernization which are blamed for cultural 
homogenization occurring everywhere in the world. The unique Singapore 
memory and experience can therefore be portrayed more prominently. Also, 
the public’s growing concern over local heritage has created a market for such 
films, explaining the good reception at the local box office and also the 
manifestation of kampung nostalgia.
                                                            
55 Lian Kwen Fee, “The Nation-state and the Sociology of Singapore,” Phyllis G.L. Chew & 
Anneliese Kramer-Dahl (eds.), Reading Culture: Textual Practices in Singapore (Singapore: 
Times Academic Press, 1999), p.37. 
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Chapter 2 
Kampung Nostalgia: From Homerun to the Getai Films 
 
 While nostalgia loomed in the Chinese cinemas and Hollywood 
towards the end of the 20th century, the Singaporean cinema was still in the 
midst of its revival.1 As the film industry developed, nostalgia for the 
kampung which had been manifesting in the societal level entered Singapore's 
screens at the turn of the century. Released in 2003, Homerun [Paoba 
haizi](dir. Jack Neo) is the first Singaporean film since the revival to have its 
story unveiled in a kampung setting. Notably, the kampung setting received an 
embellished furnishing of authenticity with Neo's mise-en-scène, storyline and 
cinematography, constructing a kampung ambience which resembles the 
kampung nostalgia already fermenting amongst Singaporeans. Other than Jack 
Neo's Homerun which clearly sets itself in the kampung, more and more films 
are starting to depict kampung nostalgia with an urban setting. 
 In view of this, I propose Homerun to be the premiere for the kampung 
nostalgia which will continue to make frequent reappearances in the 
Singaporean cinema of the 21st century. This chapter serves to elucidate the 
notion of kampung nostalgia in the Singaporean cinema. The chapter will first 
give an overview of kampung nostalgia before using Homerun as the first 
example, to further highlight the traits of kampung nostalgia on screen. 
Subsequently, the chapter will go on to discuss the variation of kampung 
nostalgia in the Singaporean cinema with the getai films, 881(dir. Royston 
Tan, 2007) and 12 Lotus [Shier lianhua] (dir. Royston Tan, 2008), as 
illustrations. 
 
Kampung Nostalgia and its Escalation 
                                                            
1 Nostalgia in the Chinese cinemas had been discussed in the previous chapter. For nostalgia 
in Hollywood, it dates back as far as the 1970s. See Paul Grainge, "Introduction: Memory and 
Popular Film," Paul Grainge (ed.), Memory and Popular Film (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2003), p.9. 
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 Homerun illustrates the very beginning of the portrayal of kampung 
nostalgia on the Singapore screens. It reconstructs the setting of the kampung, 
missed dearly by many, in an embellished manner. Adhering to the selective 
amnesia embedded in the kampung nostalgia which had been blooming in 
Singapore society, not only are the living conditions in Neo's kampung far 
better than they were in reality, the innocence and sense of community, or 
rather humanity, which Singaporeans associate with the kampung are 
amplified. This works just like the nostalgia for kampung which had been 
looming on a societal level since the early 1990s. 
 The introduction of this thesis has identified nostalgia as expressing a 
longing for the past, wholly as a tug of war between the past and the present. 
As put forth by Chase and Shaw in their discussion of the conditions for 
nostalgia to exist, the deficiency in the present plays a significant part in the 
tug of war.2 Due to the deficiency, "people tend to believe that life in the past 
was 'happier'" but few would “embrace them at the cost of modern comforts".3 
In short, nostalgia works on the basis that people seek respite in the past, based 
on personal or mediated memory, through idealizing it when faced with 
negativity in the present. This forms the basis and rationale for the nostalgia 
for kampungs in Singapore. However, before I venture into a more detailed 
explanation of kampung nostalgia, I will first give a short background on 
kampungs in Singapore. 
 Erected to meet the vast increase in Singapore's population after World 
War II, a small congregation of cheap wooden housing, usually built without 
official approval, form a kampung adorned with its own facilities like the 
coffee shop.4 Kampung is actually a Malay term for village but it is also used 
                                                            
2 Christopher Shaw & Malcolm Chase, "The Dimensions of Nostalgia," Christopher Shaw & 
Malcolm Chase (eds.), The Imagined Past: History and Nostalgia (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1989), pp.2-4. 
3 David Lowenthal, "Nostalgia Tells It Like It Wasn't," Christopher Shaw & Malcolm Chase, 
The Imagined Past, p.28.  
4 Loh Kah Seng, “The Politics of Fires in Post-1950s Singapore and the Making of the 
Modernist Nation-state,” Derek Heng & Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied (eds.), Reframing 
Singapore: Memory—Identity—Trans-regionalism (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2009), p.91. 
- 51 - 
 
by Singaporeans to refer to the communities formed by these congregations. 
Prior to that, agriculture and the establishment of British military installations 
in the late 19th century and early 20th century had already seen the formation 
of such villages but only on a smaller scale.5 The earliest kampung dates back 
to as early as the 14th century.6 In the 1960s, with the achievement of self 
governance in 1959, Singapore underwent rapid urbanization and these 
kampungs were depleted rapidly with only one left in Lorong Buangkok now.7 
 As indicated by Chua, "although no longer part of the actual landscape, 
the kampung is still alive within Singaporeans' phenomenological horizons".8 
And, in Sequerah's words, the vanishing of kampungs is not only about "the 
virtual eradication of distinctive morphological patterns and economic 
functions but, more significantly, the loss of the characteristic genre de vie or 
'mode of life' of the village setting".9 The bulk of research on kampungs bring 
in the issue of nostalgia.10 While Chua sees the nostalgia for kampungs which 
surfaced in the 1990s as a form of resistance to the stressful lifestyle and 
materialism, hence forming a nostalgia which reflects living in the kampung as 
a life of leisure with a sense of community, Tan builds on this argument to 
contain an "idealist construction" in which people seek to have the advantages 
of both the rural and urban lifestyles.11 Interestingly, the inconvenience and 
                                                            
5 Pearl Sequerah, "Chong Pang Village: A Bygone Lifestyle," Brenda S.A. Yeoh & Lily Kong 
(eds.), Portraits of Places: History, Community and Identity in Singapore (Singapore: Times 
Editions, 1995), pp.183-186. 
6 National Archives, Kampong Days: Village Life and Times in Singapore Revisited (Singapore: 
National Archives, 1993), p.10. 
7 Ibid, p.186. 
8 Chua Beng Huat, "That Imagined Space: Nostalgia for Kampungs," Brenda S.A. Yeoh & Lily 
Kong (eds.), Portraits of Places, p.223. 
9 Pearl Sequerah, "Chong Pang Village," p.181. 
10Examples of such works include K.K. Seet, "Last Days at Wak Selat: The Demise of a 
Kampung," Brenda S.A. Yeoh & Lily Kong (eds.), Portraits of Places, pp.203-221 and National 
Archives, Kampong Days: Village Life and Times in Singapore Revisited. 
11 Chua Beng Huat, "That Imagined Space," pp.227-238; Rebecca Tan Li Ling, "Memories of 
the Kampung Experience: Personal Narratives of Rural-Urban Transition in Singapore," 
(Honours Thesis, National University of Singapore, 2002), p.9. 
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discomfort of living in a kampung are handily forgotten, giving rise to 
selective amnesia in kampung nostalgia.12 Adding on to the existing 
contentions, the kampung nostalgia, in my opinion, can also be seen as a form 
of mediated nostalgia, a term coined by Chi.13 As time progresses since the 
surfacing of kampung nostalgia in Singapore society in the 1990s, fewer and 
fewer Singaporeans had actually entered a kampung, let alone had firsthand 
experiences living in a kampong, yet the nostalgia for it lingers on. It is 
therefore via the repeated contact with the construction of a yesteryear's 
kampung through the media and older family members that the mediated form 
of kampung nostalgia blossoms. 
 Notably, kampung nostalgia epitomizes the essence of nostalgia. 
Though superficially a nostalgia for a space, it is, in essence, the longing for 
days of the yore lost. As pointed out by Tan, the term 'kampung' can be used to 
describe "a community in an urban area as well, insofar as the community 
possesses the social workings and mechanisms typical of a kampung". 14 
Though kampungs have mostly disappeared in the physical landscape, 
Singaporeans continue to use the term "kampung" more often than in the past 
and it has developed into an adjective to describe an ambience, a person or 
even cooking styles. Singaporeans' yearning for a kampung spirit, which is 
fundamentally a sense of community that is attached to the kampung lifestyles, 
can be seen in their attempts to recreate such friendly ties amongst neighbours. 
The older Singaporeans who have experienced the kampung lifestyle aside, the 
younger generation who has never gone through that period are seeking to 
                                                            
12 For example, people had to walk just an hour to get to a bus stop, not to mention the 
unacceptable hygiene and living conditions. See National Archives, Kampong Days: Village 
Life and Times in Singapore Revisited, p.29.   
13By mediated nostalgia, Chi means that the nostalgia is not just about longing for an actual 
past but "for previous mass culture representations of the past, as well as for such 
representations that was a common part of everyday experience in the past". This is 
especially so for many of which who had never experienced the kampung lifestyle. What 
they gathered is primarily comprised of mass culture representations. On the other hand, 
what the older generation is nostalgic about is not just the kampung itself but more of the 
experience in the past. See Robert Yee-Sin Chi, "Picture Perfect: Narrating Public Memory in 
Twentieth Century China," (PHD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2001), p.216.  
14 Rebecca Tan Li Ling, "Memories of the Kampung Experience," p.7. 
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foster a kampung spirit as well.15 Kampung spirit not only found its way into 
the recent Singapore Conversation and the speeches of Ministers, the lack of it 
has also been said to be the reason behind almost all social problems, 
including neighbourly rows and Singaporeans' unhappiness with the 
increasing population.16As kampung nostalgia grows on the societal level, a 
kampung spirit which celebrates the sense of community in the kampungs of 
yesteryear is highly applauded. Similarly, as kampung nostalgia matures in 
Singaporean cinema, it leaps out of needing even a kampung setting. In 
addition to that, the depicted kampung nostalgia becomes more than just 
Chua's denotation of its being a rebellion to the stressful and capitalism-driven 
society or the sheer recollection of the kampung's innocence and humanity. It 
also encompasses the yearning for a sense of community in which people 
interact and look out for one another and the government's desire to use this 
nostalgia to bond its citizens. 
 Therefore, with the manifestation of kampung nostalgia on the societal 
level and in the Singaporean cinema, kampung nostalgia works through more 
than just signifying the kampung spirit of simplicity and humanity. As 
Singaporeans grow to see the importance of recognizing their own heritage, it 
becomes a notion that represents the past of Singapore, especially in terms of 
the innocence and sense of community that was once prevalent. The getai 
films, 881 and 12 Lotus, are set in contemporary times but seek to illuminate a 
retro style and setting. The nostalgia achieved with this retro indulgence is 
neither a mere pastiche nor just an attempt to reminisce and applaud the 
kampung spirit. It serves also as a call for the preservation of the memories of 
the past, or more precisely, the heritage that defines Singapore. 
                                                            
15 Mr Moh, aged 44, set up a website for neighbours to share household items in hope to 
rekindle the kampung spirit. Sue-ann Tan & Cheng Jingjie, "Website to Help Neighbours 
Share Household Items," The Straits Times, Mar 15, 2013. There have also been housing 
communities sprouting online and the operators are mainly in their 20s to 30s, a generation 
which grew up in the HDB flats instead of kampungs. Yet, the reason for them setting up 
such websites is also, in their words, to foster a kampung spirit. Tan Weizhen, "Digital 
Kampung," The Straits Times, Jan 19, 2010. 
16 For example, when asked for the solution to the increasing numbers of neighbourly rows, 
Lawyer Bernard Doray noted that ultimately "it's the kampung spirit of give- and-take which 
we have to encourage and revive". Feng Zengkun, "Experts: Neighbourly Rows Can't be 
Settled by Law," The Straits Times, Sept 10, 2012. 
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Homerun and the Jack Neo Films 
 Jack Neo was already a famous television comedian before his venture 
into the film scene.17 Prior to his directorial debut, That One No Enough 
[Nage bugou] in 1999, he acted in both 12 Storeys [Shier lou] (dir. Eric Khoo, 
1997) and Money No Enough [Qian bugou yong] (dir. T.L. Tay, 1998), and he 
even wrote the script for the latter. In 2002 came I Not Stupid [Xiaohai buben] 
(dir. Jack Neo), which brought Jack Neo's film career to a peak with its 
excellent box-office and critical success. Then, Neo further established his 
position in the Singaporean cinema with box office successes like I Not Stupid 
Too [Xiaohai buben 2] (dir. Jack Neo, 2006) and Money No Enough 2 [Qian 
bugou yong 2] (dir. Jack Neo, 2008), founding the Jack Neo success formula 
which consists of "simple and predictable stories, character types that are 
repeated from film to film, and a regular setting that seems to celebrate the 
anarchic social life in the heartlands".18  
 Produced in 2003 as a rework of Children of Heaven (dir. Majid 
Majidi, 1997), Homerun tells the story of a pair of siblings, Kiat Kun and 
Seow Fang, in search for the sister's lost pair of shoes. Set in 1965, the year 
Singapore gained independence after its separation from Malaysia, the film 
starts with Kiat Kun bringing his sister's shoes to the cobbler. While he is 
running errands at the grocery shop, the rag-and-bone man mistakes the pair of 
shoes for unwanted waste and takes them away with him. With his mother in 
the late stages of pregnancy and his father hardly making ends meet, Kiat Kun 
decides not to tell his parents about the misplaced shoes. The siblings thus 
begin their frantic search for the pair of shoes. Meanwhile, Kiat Kun is 
inspired by his father to share his school shoes with his sister. However, the 
                                                            
17 For details on Jack Neo's Bio-filmography, see Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images: 
Film in Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 2010), pp.287-288. 
18 Kenneth Paul Tan, Cinema and Television in Singapore: Resistance in One Dimension 
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2008), p.183. By heartlands, Tan refers to the neighbourhood places of 
Singapore where most Singaporeans reside like the Toa Payoh neighbourhood and Ang Mo 
Kio neighbourhood. 
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sharing of shoes brings about great inconvenience for the siblings. Seow Fang 
is reprimanded for wearing oversized shoes while Kiat Kun is punished for 
being repeatedly late. On the other hand, Kiat Kun plays soccer with a wealthy 
boy, Beng Soon, whose father owns a shoe shop. Kiat Kun and his gang of 
good friends, Seow Hay, Fatty and the Little Red Dot, decide to seek help 
from Beng Soon despite being kicked out of the soccer team by him. Kiat Kun 
and gang agree to complete Beng Soon and gang's homework in exchange for 
their team's own soccer boots, football, and a pair of female shoes for Seow 
Fang after a round of bargaining. Much to Kiat Kun's despair, the shoes are 
too big for Seow Fang. The boys quarrel over this and the deal falls through. 
Seow Fang later sees her fellow schoolmate wearing her pair of shoes. 
However, upon knowing that the girl's father is blind, Seow Fang and Kiat 
Kun decide against wanting the pair of shoes back. Unexpectedly, the 
schoolmate soon changes to a new pair of shoes and dumps the old pair in the 
kampung’s rubbish dump. Kiat Kun and Seow Fang find their way there, but 
the shoes are destroyed during a social movement. Upon learning that the third 
prize is a pair of shoes, Kiat Kun joins the National Primary School Cross 
Country Competition. While Kiat Kun is striving to come in third, his mother 
goes into labour and Seow Fang is coerced into running barefoot on a road 
littered with shattered glass bottles to get the midwife. Kiat Kun unexpectedly 
trips over a stone and comes in first. Beng Soon, who comes in third, throws 
the pair of shoes away in a fit of anger. Just when the siblings are sitting 
dejectedly by the drain, Beng Soon, who is about to be sent off to England by 
his parents, comes by and passes them two pairs of new shoes, ending the 
story on a happy note. 
 Other than adhering to the storyline of Children of Heaven, Homerun 
also rides on the success formula of Jack Neo. Apart from a simple and 
predictable storyline, the usual controversial play of stereotypes comes into 
picture with the representation of an Indian principal who is lazy and 
unreasonable, and the Malaysian politicians being unreasonable. In addition, 
the familiar slapstick components are eased in with Chinese puns typical of 
Jack Neo's films. The most noticeable pun in the film is the number tags worn 
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by Beng Soon and Kiat Kun during the cross country competition - 168 and 
164 respectively. Read in Chinese dialects, 168 means to prosper all the way 
and 164 means to suffer and die throughout. These factors allow Homerun to 
benefit from Jack Neo's success formula, giving it excellent box office takings 
of more than $2 million. 19 The film also gained recognition at international 
film festivals, a relatively rare feat for Jack Neo.20 
 Scholars, in their discussion of Jack Neo's films, have largely placed 
his films in the spectacle of highly localized films, drawing comparisons with 
Singaporean films like those of Eric Khoo's.21 More recently, the study of Jack 
Neo's films, as with the study of Singaporean cinema, has diversified. 
Specifically, Teo has relooked Jack Neo's films through the approach of 
cultural materialism.22 Despite being one of Neo’s more artistically inclined 
and critically acclaimed films, Homerun remains fairly neglected by the 
academia. Other than the Uhdes' general introduction of the film, Kenneth 
Paul Tan is one of the few who included Homerun in his book Cinema and 
Television in Singapore. His brief analysis of Homerun, together with the 
analyses of other Neo films in chronological order, aims to discuss the films' 
appeal to the Chinese-speaking Singaporean audience. The kampung setting 
and the nostalgia elements remain relatively untouched by scholars.23 
 
The Reconstructed Kampung 
                                                            
19 Foong Woei Wan, "Moscow Film Festival Honours Neo's Films," The Straits Times, Jan 31, 
2004. 
20 Other than winning the first Golden Horse Award for Singapore with Megan Zheng's 
stunning performance, Homerun has clinched recognition in international film festivals like 
the Montreal International Children's Film Festival, the Isfahan International Children's Film 
Festival and the Moscow Film Festival. 
21 Olivia Khoo, “Slang Images: On the 'Foreignness' of Contemporary Singaporean Films,” ARI 
Working Paper, No. 40 (Singapore: Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, 
2005). 
22 Stephen Teo, “Jack Neo as a Paradigm of the Cultural Materialism,” paper presented at the 
conference “Film and Cinema in Singapore” (Singapore: Asia Research Institute, 2011). 
23 Millet briefly mentioned the nostalgic atmosphere without elaboration. Raphaël Millet, 
Singapore Cinema (Singapore: Editions Didier Millet Pte Ltd, 2006), pp. 90-91. 
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 Homerun marks the beginning of the translation of a kampung 
nostalgia onto the screens of Singapore. Through the adorned portrayal of a 
kampung in the 1960s, Homerun brings out the longing for a kampung 
lifestyle which is related to the sense of community and innocence, especially 
in contrast to the political satire embedded.  
 Homerun opens with a light-hearted and cheery melody coupled with 
birds chirping. Greenery fills the screen, on a bright and sunny afternoon. 
Next, the camera slowly pans up to capture the coconut trees and the blue sky. 
The shot then fades out and is replaced by a similar shot in the evening. The 
orange sky now evokes a sense of sweet melancholy. With the appearance of 
the film title, the shot is cut to that of the distinctive zinc rooftops of Singapore 
kampungs in the past. The music now takes on a sweet, melancholic tune 
similar to the ambience created by the evening sun. Following the camera, the 
audience is led from an overview of the rooftops into the kampung. The 
kampung is replicated to near perfection but, of course, with a charming 
melancholic ambience created by the music and lighting and some 
embellishment. The nostalgia for the kampung life is set right from the 
beginning of the film. 
 Such beautification of the kampung is reminiscent of the films from the 
Chinese cinema in the late 1920s to early 1930s. These films often show the 
disparity between the city and village life, portraying village life with fondness 
and innocence. 24 In addition, this beautification of the kampung is also 
redolent of Malaya's Malay cinema in the 1950s and 60s in which there would 
be "an idealized depiction of the communal sharing and cooperation of the 
kampung" as opposed to "the individualistic, and ultimately demeaning 
lifestyle of the modernizing city, usually Singapore".25 This shows 
contemporary Singaporean cinema's roots from not only the Chinese cinema 
                                                            
24 Examples of such films include The Dream of the Ancient Capital [Gudu chunmeng] (dir. 
Sun Yu, 1930), The Peach Girl [Taohua qixue ji] (dir. Bu Wancang, 1931) and Pink Dream 
[Fenhongse de meng] (dir. Cai Chusheng, 1932). 
25 Timothy P. Barnard, "Sedih Sampai Buta: Blindness, Modernity and Tradition in Malay 
Films of the 1950s and 1960s,"Bijdragren tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 161, no. 4 (2005): 
p.434.    
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but also from its own Golden Age of Malay Cinema, a source of complexity 
which builds the identity of Singaporean cinema. 
 However, unlike these films, Homerun does not give a picture of city 
life in the film. Instead, it concentrates on constructing kampung lifestyle, 
enabling the audience to immerse themselves in a lifestyle almost extinct in 
Singapore. The disparity between the city and the kampung becomes a battle 
between the past and present. The audience lives in the city which is the 
present and the kampung on the screen represents the past. The kampung on 
screen becomes an idyllic and quiet escape from the fast pace of life in the 
city, or rather "a memory with the pain removed" as Lowenthal defines 
nostalgia.26 The mise-en-scène and cinematography as seen employed in the 
opening scene reflects the director's attempt to idealize the kampung. The 
kampung now becomes a clean and spacious place to live in. Though fraught 
with hardships like poverty and bullies from the secret triads, these issues are 
eventually resolved with the humanity of the fellow people in the kampung 
which makes up the sense of community the kampung is applauded for. The 
hardships are offset by the sense of community in the kampung lacking in the 
present. By contrasting the kampung and city life, nostalgia is not only 
constructed through the use of cinematography and mimicking authenticity, it 
is also done through highlighting the sense of community which Singaporeans 
miss dearly and often see as tantamount to kampungs. 
 The director's endeavor to bring out the sense of community in the 
kampung is clear. As a rework of Majidi's Children of Heaven, Neo sticks 
closely to the storyline of the original piece. Yet, while Majidi left the male 
child lead to resolve all the problems alone, Kiat Kun has a group of friends 
and they form a little community by themselves. They never fail to help Kiat 
Kun out in times of trouble. The interaction among the neighbours in the 
kampong is also notable. Though not pivotal in the film, the grocery store 
illuminates the humanity connected with the kampung nostalgia. Other than 
adhering to the details of a grocery store including the fondly remembered 
                                                            
26 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1985), p.8. 
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pulley money tin can and Richard Low's rolled up white shirt revealing his 
belly, the music played in the grocery store adds to the nostalgic ambience. 
When Kiat Kun goes back again to the grocery store to find his sister's shoes, 
the shop owner (played by Richard Low) is doing his stock check with the 
supplier. Playing vaguely in the background is Chuntianli, the theme song for 
a 1937 film, Crossroads [Shizi jietou] (dir. Shen Xiling). The film sets itself in 
1965, yet the song predates the time of the film, adding to the strong sense of 
nostalgia. In contrast to the grocery shop owner in Children of Heaven, this 
shop owner repeatedly helps Kiat Kun and his family out by giving Kiat Kun's 
dad jobs to do and even offering chicken essence to his wife. Among his kind 
deeds, is the way he allows Kiat Kun's family to pay on credit for their 
purchases. This is often related to humanity and put in contrast with the 
contemporary supermarkets which will never allow this to happen. 
 Other than the sense of community among neighbours, the love and 
affection between siblings and within the family which seems to be lost with 
time is also emphasized. Neo places paramount emphasis on the love and 
affection within a family and between siblings. This is especially so during the 
climax of the film, in which Kiat Kun participates in the cross-country run in a 
bid to win a pair of shoes for his sister. The film is edited such that scenes of 
Kiat Kun completing the cross-country race alternate with that of Seow Fang 
running to get the midwife. Both children, when faced with difficulties, find 
strength at thought of their family members. The love the children have for 
their family members is illustrated through Neo's cinematography. While Kiat 
Kun gets stuck in the mud, Seow Fang faces a long stretch of road littered with 
shattered glass bottles. Neo follows Seow Fang's point of view and puts 
together two close up shots of the road with shattered glass, as if emphasizing 
how sharp a shattered piece of glass can be. The subsequent shot is one that 
captures Seow Fang's barefooted legs with the road paved with shattered glass 
bottles (Figure 11). Seow Fang then looks at her broken slipper in hesitation. 
Recalling the image of her mother in pain, she begins her treacherous journey 
slowly. Every painful step she takes is accompanied by an exaggerated sound 
of glass being crushed. After a few steps, Seow Fang lets out a squeal of pain 
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and squats down. A close up of her toe fills the screen. Seow Fang's finger is 
covered with blood after gently caressing her toe. Tearing from the pain, she 
decides to carry on when she recalls her mother in agony again. Before she 
starts dashing forward, the pain she has to face is once again highlighted with 
three close ups of the road with shattered glass, weaved in with scenes of the 
barefoot Kiat Kun facing a stretch of rough rocks , of their mother wailing in 
agony, and of Seow Fang’s weeping face. As Seow Fang plunges forward, the 
theme song sets in, sensationalizing the narrative further. While striking a 
chord in the audience’s hearts, the stress on the pain and difficulty highlights 
the children's ability to undergo such turmoil for the sake of their family 
members, successfully bringing out the unconditional love and warmth among 
siblings and family members. 
  
Figure 11: Neo sensationalizes this scene by repeatedly drawing the audience's attention to the 
shattered glass bottles and Seow Fang's bare feet. 
 Together with the nostalgia that runs in the film, stands the 
construction of the unconditional love for the family. It not only forms an 
important source of innocence for the film, but is also a critique that such 
affection is lost with economic development. Apart from utilizing a washed-
out filter, Neo also pays close attention to detail, seeking to reconstruct the 
kampung of yesteryear, an almost extinct landscape of Singapore fondly 
associated with innocence and simplicity. In short, Neo plays along with 
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society's selective amnesia in his portrayal of the kampung. While the living 
conditions of the kampung are embellished, he places emphasis on the sense of 
community, the love and humanity.  
 Innocence is yet another fondly remembered trait of a kampung and it 
is also highlighted by Neo. The innocence is enhanced not only by making the 
children the main leads but also by adopting a child's point of view. 
Unmistakably, the storyline revolves around the children and takes on their 
points of view with Kiat Kun as the narrator. Neo also makes a concerted 
effort to shoot from lower angles at times, in order to portray the world seen 
by the children, and to remind the audience to see the world from the 
children’s point of view (Figure 12). Just as children are often synonymous 
with innocence, taking on a child's point of view creates a feeling of innocence 
as well. This innocence, which is also portrayed through the depiction of 
kampung life, works not only to bring out the idea of nostalgia but also to 
reveal the desire to use nostalgia as a critique for the present and to provide an 
idealized vision of the past. 
 
Figure 12: For instance, this scene is shot with the camera height at ground level. Similar shots 
permeate the film. Shooting the film from this camera height not only highlights the children's point 
of view, but also directs the audience's attention to the shoes which play an imperative role in this 
film. The shoes, to a certain extent, represent the innocent hopes of Kiat Kun and Seow Fang. 
 Though neglected by academia, Homerun attracted massive coverage 
from the media. The excellent box office and international recognition cannot 
- 62 - 
 
completely explain the extensive coverage from the media. More strikingly is 
the political satire and the blatant insinuation of the Malaysia government. The 
thick “Singapore-Malaysia political undertones”, as journalist Karl Ho writes, 
has even caused Homerun to be banned in Malaysia.27 The subplot of 
Homerun portrays Kiat Kun’s friendship with Seow Hay and gang, and their 
conflicts with Beng Soon’s group. The interaction between the boys display 
strong political undertones, with clear associations to the Singapore-Malaysia 
relationship; Beng Soon etc. representing the Malaysian leaders and Kiat Kun 
etc. for the Singaporean leaders.28 Even the names of the boys encourage the 
audience to relate their squabbles to the issues of foreign relations. For 
instance, the shortest boy in Seow Hay’s group is named the Little Red Dot, an 
epithet created by then-President of Indonesia, B.J. Habibie, in his interview 
with The Asian Wall Street Journal, to voice his displeasure towards the 
Singapore government.29 Notably, the insinuation about the Malaysian 
government reminds us of the presence of government backing. The film 
follows mostly the Singapore government's narration, victimizing the boys 
who represent the Singapore camp, just as how Singapore portrays itself as a 
victim, be it in the event of the Singapore-Malaysia separation or the  
subsequent Singapore-Malaysia conflicts. 
 The film made several references to the Singapore and Malaysia 
conflict. One of these was one of the most prominent Singapore-Malaysia 
                                                            
27Karl Ho, "No Need to Ban Homerun," The Straits Times, Sept 17, 2003. 
28 Being a small country with no natural resources, Singapore’s foreign policies play a 
tremendously significant role in the country’s development. Besides, Singapore’s 
geographical location places her in a vulnerable spot. Surrounded by countries populated 
mostly by Muslims and non-Chinese, Singapore is exceptionally vulnerable to alienation. Yet, 
having no natural resources, it is unavoidable that Singapore has to rely on her neighbours, 
in particular, Malaysia, the most proximate one. Despite the efforts on both sides to 
maintain a harmonious relationship, conflicts occurred right from the beginning, due to 
different political visions. At the point of Homerun's shooting, the relationship between 
Singapore and Malaysia was extremely tense with issues such as water sales and the 
ownership of Pedra Branca. 
29 Richard Borsuk & Reginald Chua, “Singapore Strains Relations with Indonesian’s 
President,” The Asian Wall Street Journal, Aug 4, 1998. 
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foreign relation conflicts involving Pedra Branca 30. In their second 
negotiation for the soccer boots, Seow Hay and group are made to return them. 
This negotiation draws parallels to Pedra Branca. The dispute over the 
ownership issues started off with Malaysia publishing a map in 1979 to 
include Pedra Branca as her territory. In protest, the Singapore government 
issued a formal objection in 1980. Singapore's case was that the British 
government took possession of the island in 1847 and that the Singapore 
government subsequently "acted as a country that had sovereignty over the 
island".31 Malaysia, however, did not recognize the British government's 
ownership. Instead, they deemed the island as part of Johor.32 Repeated 
negotiations failed to resolve this issue. The issue was finally referred to the 
International Court of Justice in 2003 and the sovereignty over Pedra Branca 
was ruled to belong to Singapore.33  
 Neo insinuates this in Homerun through the play of puns. Angered, the 
boys start yelling at each other that their teachers have wasted their efforts 
teaching them and hence there are at least five exchanges of "baijiao", which 
is actually a pun at work. Within the context of the film, it means that the 
teachers have wasted their efforts teaching the boys. Yet, Pedra Branca shares 
the same pronunciation in Mandarin Chinese. Kiat Kun’s narration, which 
concludes the scene, further highlights the intention to allude to the issue of 
Pedra Branca. As a concluding remark, Kiat Kun said, "For 'baijiao', we 
quarrelled once again." Following the context of the film, baijiao should take 
the form of a verb which results in a grammatical error in the concluding 
narration. By right, it should have been "for 'baijiao' this issue" or "for 
                                                            
30 Situated twenty-four nautical miles to the eastern entrance of the Straits of Singapore, 
Pedra Branca means white rock in Portuguese. While Singapore retains the name Pedra 
Branca, Malaysia refers to the island as Pulau Batu Puteh which means white rock island. R. 
Haller-Trost, "Historical Legal Claims: A Study of Disputed Sovereignity over Pulau Batu 
Puteh," Maritime Briefing 1, no. 1(1993): p.1. 
31 S Jayakumar & Tommy Koh, Pedra Branca: The Road to the World Court (Singapore: NUS 
Press, 2009), pp.10-11. 
32 Mahathir Mohamad, A Doctor in the House: The Memoirs of Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad 
(Selangor: MPH Group Publishing, 2011), pp.782-783. 
33 S Jayakumar & Tommy Koh, Pedra Branca, p.1. 
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'baijiao' this word". Nevertheless, baijiao is used as a noun in the narration, 
which further relates it to Pedra Branca, for if it refers to Pedra Branca, a 
noun, the sentence would have made perfect sense. Other than Pedra Branca, 
prominent conflicts like that of water are also depicted.34 
 The innocence originating from kampung nostalgia not only serves as a 
resistance to the present but also as an idealized vision in which the ideal 
situation can dwell. Throughout the film, the play of the political satire 
noticeably takes on a Singaporean perspective. Yet, despite Neo's obvious bias 
towards the Singapore government in the depiction of the conflicts, the film 
ends amicably, explaining everything as a misunderstanding. Beng Soon is 
also depicted as a nice kid, ready to lend a helping hand. In fact, there is a 
scene which foreshadows this. The first time the shoe drops into a drain with 
gushing waters, it is Beng Soon and his friend who pick up the shoe for Seow 
Fang. Hence, while the happy ending adheres to Neo’s usual style, it also 
suggests that Neo's satire is not just about the Malaysian government alone, 
but refers to the Singapore-Malaysian foreign relation issues in general. The 
foreign relation conflicts are thus reduced to kids' squabbles, which are 
portrayed as being ignited by a series of misunderstandings. If read together 
with the kampung nostalgia which epitomizes the loss of childhood innocence, 
the children in the kampung are ultimately able to resolve misunderstandings 
because the innocence still resides in them. In contrast, the political conflicts 
of Singapore and Malaysia take place in the city. Void of the innocence many 
are nostalgic about, the misunderstandings seem unable to be cleared.  
 
Getai Culture and the Getai Films 
                                                            
34 Despite the pact signed in 1960 and 1961 for Malaysia to provide 350 million gallons of 
raw water daily and for Singapore to  supply a quantity not exceeding twelve percent of the 
raw water treated in return, Malaysia publicly threatens to cut off the water supply 
whenever differences surface. See Mahathir Mohamad, A Doctor in the House and Lee Kuan 
Yew, From Third World to First, The Singapore Story: 1965-2000(Singapore: Times Media and 
SPH, 2000), p.276. 
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 Kampung nostalgia should not be seen as being related to the purely 
geographical. It is a longing for the past of Singapore, fondly related with a 
sense of community and humanity. As such, kampung nostalgia manifests in 
various forms, not necessarily needing a kampung backdrop. This section will 
elaborate this further with Royston Tan's getai films.  
 Getai is a unique part of Singaporean Chinese culture and it used to 
play a significant role in the everyday lives of Singaporeans. Before the 
release of 881 and 12 Lotus, getai was losing its prior charms. With the change 
in times and the addition of new governmental regulations, it gradually entered 
its twilight days, facing the dangers of being eradicated for good.35 As the 
getai culture started to dwindle, little had been done to preserve it or even at 
the very least, document it. There is only an honours thesis and a book which 
touches on the history and development of getai in Singapore coupled with a 
few TV programs which happened to include getai only because they were 
featuring the Hungry Ghost Festival.36 The heyday of getai therefore seem 
only able to reside in the memories of Singaporeans. 
Getai dates back to 1942 but the getai that commenced during the 
Japanese occupation was, in reality, different from the getai we see today 
despite the same term being used affectionately. 37   The getai that Tan 
portrayed in both of his films is actually street getai, which started in the 
                                                            
35People started having myriad entertainment choices. Moreover, there were more 
governmental regulations like the noise levels and restrictions on outdoor activities after 
11pm etc. MediaCorp TV, Arts Central, Festivals of Asia (Singapore: MediaCorp TV 12, 2004), 
Episode 2.  
36 Tng Lay Hoon, "Getai in Singapore" (Honours Thesis, National University of Singapore, 
1995) and Wang Zhenchun, Xinjiapo getai shihua (Xinjiapo: Xinjiapo qingnian shuju, 2006). 
37 Tng has, in her honours thesis, pointed out that the getai in the 1940s-1960s were 
amusement park getai while the one which we see today is street getai. She classified them 
as the first era and second era of getai respectively, which suggests that the latter is a 
transformation of the former. Yet, in both my informal contact with Chng Soot Fong, a 
famous star from the so-called first era of getai and a formal interview with Peter Loh, a 
contemporary taizhu, they both reject the idea that amusement park getai and street getai 
have any connections. In fact, a close look at the magazines related to the amusement park 
getai then will reveal that in addition to just singing, amusement park getai also incorporated 
dance and drama, and it used to have a relatively higher social standing than contemporary 
street getai. Therefore, I consider them as two different entities altogether. See Lay Hoon 
Tng, “Getai in Singapore,” p.1 and Peter Loh, interview by author, Singapore, Feb 15, 2012.   
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1960s.38 Street getai started with a religious purpose, and was mainly staged 
during the Hungry Ghost Festival39. Gradually, people started holding getai 
performances for birthday celebrations and weddings too. Today, getai, 
though still most prevalent during the Hungry Ghost Festival, has 
performances almost every day at different venues. The getai we see now 
mostly performs popular Hokkien songs with some talk shows intertwined 
between performances. Normally, there will be an organizer who will pay the 
taizhu, or a stage manager, who is the one in charge of the performances, to 
plan the getai and a common practice amongst the getai singers is paotai, 
“running stage”, which means to rush to different getais to perform within a 
single night. 40 
 As for the seventh month getai which Tan places his focus on, it is 
street getai staged during the Hungry Ghost Festival, which is the seventh 
month of the lunar calendar. It is primarily performed for the “friends” from 
the other world and hence the first row of seats will always be left empty for 
these ghosts and spirits to enjoy the show. 
 Tan’s 881 was officially released in August 2007. 41 It was the first 
film in the history of Singaporean cinema to place its focal point on the unique 
                                                            
38Peter Loh, interview by author, Singapore, Feb 15, 2012.  
39 The Hungry Ghost Festival is a traditional Chinese festival which takes place during the 
seventh month of the lunar calendar. It is believed that during this month, the ghosts and 
spirits are let out into the human realm. 
40 Tng Lay Hoon, “Getai in Singapore”, pp.25-38. 
41 Both 881 and 12 Lotus were released during the Hungry Ghost Festival just like the seventh 
month getai which takes place during the Hungry Ghost Festival. 
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urban space known as getai.42 With 881’s box office success, Tan went on to 
produce 12 Lotus the following year.43  
 As the title suggests, 881 revolves around the Papaya Sisters and the 
seventh month getai.44 Both the Papaya Sisters adored the late Chen Jinlang45, 
“The King of Hokkien Getai”. Inspired by him, the girls are determined to 
become getai singers themselves. With the help of Aunt Ling and her mute 
son, Guan Yin, the Papaya Sisters shot to fame in the getai circle. The Papaya 
Sisters’ success soon draws the jealousy of the Durian Sisters and, as a result, 
leads to their confrontation. The Durian Sisters send an ultimatum, requesting 
the loser to leave the getai circle forever. As expected, the Papaya Sisters win. 
However, Little Papaya loses her battle with cancer soon after, leaving Big 
Papaya to perform alone in the following Hungry Ghost Festivals. 
Still with the seventh month getai as the main backdrop, 12 Lotus now 
goes on to illustrate the tragic life of Lianhua, a getai singer. Lianhua is a 
popular getai singer who is abused by her father, an inveterate gambler. When 
she grows up, she falls in love with Ah Long, who is actually in cahoots with 
the gangster who later murders her father and rapes her. After she is raped, Ah 
Long leaves and never returns. The tragedies of her life eventually lead her to 
                                                            
42 In 1995, the then TCS (Television Corporation of Singapore, now known as Mediacorp) 
produced a television film called Cupid Love [Qiyue qiaojiaren] (dir. Yuan Zaixian). Cupid Love 
revolves around the seventh month getai as well but since it was distributed only in the 
television network, it is not included in the discussion. However, an interesting point to note 
is that if we were to put Cupid Love alongside Tan’s getai movies, it further highlights Tan’s 
aim to preserve this twilight culture as will be discussed for Cupid Love’s focus is clearly the 
romance and not the getai. 
43 881’s box office totalled $3,500,000. Jan Uhde & Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images, p.151. 
44 881 in Mandarin shares similar pronunciation as papaya in English, suggesting that the film 
is about the Papaya Sisters. As for 12 Lotus, it is actually the title of a popular Hokkien song 
which chains the storyline of the film. The lyrics of the song resemble the sad fate of Lianhua, 
the female protagonist. 
45Chen Jinlang, a well known getai singer, was more popularly known as “The King of Hokkien 
Getai” and had been active in the getai circle for thirty six years. However, on the first day of 
the Hungry Ghost Festival in 2006, he lost his life due to colon cancer. 881 is, to a large 
extent, a tribute to Chen Jinlang. Details on Chen Jinlang’s death can be found at “Budi 
bingmo ‘fujian jinqu gewang’ Chen Jinlang xinjiapo bingshi”, Zhongguo Xinwenwang, 
accessed Mar 13, 2011, http://www.chinanews.com/hr/yzhrxw/news/2006/07-
26/764410.shtml. 
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psychiatric disorders. Xiao Fei Xia, her only friend who is only a boy at that 
time, takes care of her for over a decade and attempts to stage her comeback in 
futile. A man with a strong resemblance to Ah Long appears ten years after Ah 
Long's disappearance. He seeks refuge at Lianhua's place from the loan sharks 
while Lianhua seeks refuge from the past with his company. However, the 
man hurts her so as to get the expensive necklace she owns in due course. 
Lianhua chases him away and the film ends with Lianhua gazing at her 
younger self. 
 These two feature films by Tan have deeper insights than just sheer 
representation of getai in Singapore. With kampung nostalgia embedded, the 
films serve to preserve not just Tan's own memory but also places and cultures 
disappearing in general. Effectively, these getai films did more than just 
preserve getai in the imaginary space. After the screening of 881 and 12 Lotus, 
especially 881, Singaporeans diverted their attention back to the dwindling 
getai shows. Now, not only do the Chinese tabloid papers, Shinmin Daily 
[Xinming Ribao] and Lianhe Wanbao, cover the getai almost daily, while 
providing an update of where to catch getai performances the following day, 
even the English papers have their own reports on getai.46 As Xuanyin Getai 
taizhu (stage manager), Peter Loh, puts it, the films helped to market the getai 
and make it a whole new culture. 47 From a diminishing heartland culture, 
getai has of late entered the bustling Orchard Road (one of Singapore's busiest 
streets) and the realm of Internet.48   
 Researchers have since then expressed their interest in Tan's getai 
films, especially 881. In particular, Brenda Chan discusses the issue of gender 
and class in 881, giving insights to the "moments of contradiction between 
                                                            
46 Having the English papers report about getai is a big breakthrough as getai was often seen 
as being only of interest to Chinese-speaking Singaporeans of a lower social stratum. Some 
examples of the many would be Pearl Lee, "Getai Goes High-Tech This Year," The Straits 
Times, Aug 20, 2012, Yeo Sam Jo & Linette Lai, "Getais they are a-changin'," The Straits Times, 
Aug 27, 2013 and Maureen Koh, "Getai: On Stage, off stage, centre stage," The New Paper, 
Sept 1, 2013. 
47 Peter Loh, interview by author, Singapore, Feb 15, 2012.  
48 Huang Jianye, “Wujielu Getai 8000 ren Jibao,” Xinming Ribao, Aug 1, 2011. 
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male and female, between melodrama and comedy, between the English-
speaking and Mandarin-speaking Singaporeans" in the film.49 Teresa Tan Kai 
Xin has also analyzed the rejuvenating trends in Singapore's getai culture in 
her Honours Thesis. She regards 881 and 12 Lotus as contributing factors, 
presenting a brief analysis of the two films with Stuart Hall's representation 
theory. In my own study, I hope to place the getai films under the spectacle of 
kampung nostalgia as the getai has now become an embodiment of the 
kampung nostalgia to bring out the sense of community and loss. Through 
analyzing the two films, particularly its nostalgic touch and portrayal of the 
getai, I will attempt to bring out the kampung nostalgia within and how it 
works to become a tool for the revival of getais. 
 
Of Nostalgic Touches and Embellished Portrayals 
In the midst of demolishing and rebuilding, erasure of individual 
memories and changes in lifestyle become inevitable. Tan wrote in his 
introduction in 881 to 12 Lotus: Pictorial Book: “Every time I watch an opera 
or getai performance, I feel as if I have returned to my childhood days.”50 
Getai constitutes part of Tan’s irreplaceable individual memories. It is only 
through getai that he can savour his memories of the past, finding reprieve and 
familiarity from the fast pace of life. In other words, getai acts as a metaphor 
through which he commemorates the past and searches for solace. The 
performance of his memory of the getai thus portrays his wish to preserve his 
memory of getai, and more significantly, a recovery and preservation of the 
getai culture. His conscious blend of nostalgia coupled with the embellished 
portrayal of getai in both the films makes his longing for the return of the 
glamour of getai culture even more evident. Inherent in his desire for the 
                                                            
49  Brenda Chan, “Gender and Class in the Singaporean film 881,” Jump Cut: A Review of 
Contemporary Media 51(Spring 2009): p.10-11, 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc51.2009/881/text.html.   
50 Mediacorp Raintree Pictures Pte. Ltd., Scorpio East Pitures Pte. Ltd., Infinite Frameworks & 
Studio 10 Twenty Eight, 881 to 12 Lotus: Pictorial Book (Singapore: Scoprio East Pictures Pte 
Ltd, 2008), p.1. 
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comeback of the heyday of getai is his nostalgia for the sense of community, 
making this nostalgia for getai an escalated form of kampung nostalgia --- 
kampung nostalgia out of the context of the kampungs.  
881 is set in contemporary times, yet be it the male lead’s costumes or 
the furniture, they all lean toward giving the illusion that the film is set in the 
1970s (Figure 13). 51  Coupled with the cinematography-like framing and 
lighting, the sense of nostalgia becomes apparent. For one, when shooting 
facial close ups, especially when the particular scene deals with a lingering 
melancholy, Tan tends to frame the close up with items that are distinctly from 
another era. For instance, when the veteran getai singer Chen Jinlang is on the 
verge of death, he appears on television to express his gratitude for everyone’s 
support. As Aunt Ling watches Chen Jinlang from the television screen, Tan 
gives her a close up to express her sorrow. However, her face takes up only 
half of the frame. In the other half is a poster of Mingzhu Jiemei, famous getai 
singers who dubbed the singing of the Papaya Sisters in the same film. That 
particular poster dates from at least ten to twenty years ago (Figure 14).  
                                                            
51 Zhao reads this ambiguity between the old and the new as postmodernism, 
"commodifying itself through its turn to nostalgia on one hand, yet exhibiting self reflexity as 
a minion of capitalism". Natasha Zhao, "881: The Postmodern Musical," accessed Jan 1, 2013, 
http://www.asianfilmarchive.org/cineodeon2008/document/Tertiary%20Commendation.pdf. 




Figure 13: The male lead Guan Yin dresses like men from the 1970s, with blue and white slippers, 
rolled up pajama pants and a white singlet to finish the look 
              
Figure 14: In the background of Aunt Ling’s close up are old posters of Mingzhu Jiemei in their teens. 
With the dim lighting, the nostalgic sentiment is apparent. 
Several places like the wet market and a shop that sells pet birds which 
are gradually disappearing from Singaporeans’ lives are also elegantly 
portrayed in the films. These places appear far better than how they look in 
reality (Figure 15). Taking 881 for example, the film starts with a narration of 
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the Papaya Sisters' background. Images accompanying the narration are 
disappearing places such as the wet market, the barber and playgrounds with 
sand etc.. Also, when Guan Yin attempts to gather money for the Papaya 
Sisters' showdown with the Durian Sisters, he chooses to sell the precious 
chicken which he always carries with him, bringing the audience to the once 
familiar and popular pet bird shop. This draws parallels to the once-thriving 
but now dwindling getai culture. Besides, the portrayal of these places adds on 
to the sense of longing and triggers the audience’s memory of the past.  
 
Figure 15: Such shops are hard to find in Singapore now. Like the getai, they were once a common 
sight in Singapore. 
In Tan’s film 12 Lotus, Lianhua lives thinking that she still resides in 
the 1980s due to a mental disorder. For that reason, her home retains the look 
and feel of the 1980s (Figure 16). In addition, the use of lighting here is 
crucial in creating the nostalgic feel. Tan uses red lights that seemingly 
originate from the altar to create a faint red filter for certain shots (Figure 17). 
Sometimes, he also chooses to give minimal warm lighting to craft the 
nostalgic feel. 
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Figure 16: Lianhua’s place is a typical HDB unit from the 1980s. Similar cabinets and tiles can no 
longer be found in the new HDB flat units. 
             
Figure 17: Tapping on the red light from the altar, the soft red and warm filter of the shot adds on to 
the nostalgia. 
From Tan’s individual nostalgia, we can extrapolate collective 
nostalgia. Getai is a longing recollection for Tan and it has the same effect on 
countless Singaporeans who grew up in a similar environment. Various shots 
in both films take on an overtly ostentatious third person point of view, which 
occasionally even resembles that of a stealthy peeping Tom (Figure 18). In my 
opinion, this serves to elevate personal nostalgia to collective nostalgia in a  
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stylistic manner. The voyeuristic point of view emphasizes a sense of 
detachment and displacement. The audience does not even have the privilege 
of being part of the story; they can only peer from behind objects as they do 
not belong to the setting. This, coupled with the nostalgic feeling and 
beautifying of objects as established above, highlights to the audience that 
they are losing the beautiful scenes and objects they once took for granted. As 
a result, it transforms Royston Tan’s individual nostalgia to a collective one 
while heightening the sense of loss. 
 
Figure 18: Such a framing gives audience the sentiment that they are actually hiding behind the 
metal rack, peeping at Guanyin, taking on the role of a distant viewer. 
Following which, the narratives of the films go on to elaborate the 
depth of the nostalgia illuminated, which is a longing for an era bygone. As 
pointed out by Chan, 881 resembles the Mandarin musical of not only the 
1930s but also that of the 1950s.52 She states that the getai costumes worn by 
the Papaya Sisters made references to the Shaw Brothers Mandarin musicals. 
Guan Yin also plays a supportive role to the Papaya Sisters and Aunt Ling, as 
with the many male leads in the Mandarin musicals. 12 Lotus shares similar 
traits. Lianhua's costumes are of the same style as the Mandarin musicals and 
Ah Long, the male lead, continues to take on a supporting role while Lianhua 
                                                            
52 Brenda Chan, “Gender and Class in the Singaporean film 881,” pp.10-11.   
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plays the main character. The references made to the Mandarin musicals 
further evoke the sense of nostalgia in the audience. In other words, the 
nostalgia in the films does not cease at the yearning for getais and places of 
yesteryears. It is, in reality, nostalgia for the general lifestyle and atmosphere 
of the old days. 
Highlighted in this nostalgia for the everyday experience of former 
times is the sense of community. As seen before, this sense of community is 
deemed to be lost with the kampung days. While the city dwellers are building 
a protective layer around themselves by having cold interactions, the film 881 
portrays a getai circle which retains kampung-style interaction, which is losing 
its stand in Singapore.53 This kampung-style interaction is created by the sense 
of community in which dwellers of the same kampung look after one another 
and interact as one big family.54 The getai circle is depicted as a community of 
its own. Not only are they on good terms with one another, they help each 
other out with no ulterior motives. For instance, when the Papaya Sisters are 
preparing for the showdown with the Durian Sisters, their fellow getai singers 
root for them by rehearsing with them or helping them out with the costumes. 
Conversely, as the story progresses and time passes in 12 Lotus, Lianhua is not 
capable of adapting to the city once she is out of her own comfort zone. Not 
only does she not know about ATM cards, but even getai, which is supposed 
to be something she is most familiar with, becomes alien to her too. Xiao Fei 
Xia secures her a chance to sing in one of the biggest getai but she is at a loss 
on stage, resulting in jeers from the audience. And, when the contemporary Ah 
Long runs into setbacks, the place he chooses to seek consolation is Lianhua’s 
home, which is the oldest and also the most nostalgic place in the film. Hence, 
it gives the audience the impression that he can only be comforted by that 
                                                            
53For more on the interaction of city dwellers, see Cf. Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and 
Mental Life,” Kenneth Thompson & Jeremy Tunstall(eds.), Sociological Perspectives: Selected 
Readings (New York: Penguin, 1979), pp.82-93. 
54 The longing for human interaction is not only reflected by the kampung-style interaction 
among the characters but also by the director's attempt to make the films musical films. As 
pointed out by Zhao, musical films are derived from a "sense of nostalgia for a direct 
relationship with the audience" and it characterizes 881's attempt to form a relationship with 
the audience through nostalgia. Natasha Zhao, "881: The Postmodern Musical".   
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which is of the previous century, or more specifically the sense of community 
existing only in the previous century. It therefore brings out the idea that what 
overtly seems like nostalgia for getai is at its root the nostalgic desire for 
kampung discussed above, in which the sense of community is associated with 
the village life that is yearned for. 
Getai not only had trouble attracting the younger generation, it was 
also placed on the periphery. Holding a getai was a challenge before the 
release of both films, owing to the many governmental regulations nowadays 
and the dissolving entertainment space. 55  Yet, the government pays scant 
attention to the vanishing of this unique culture of Singapore, a fate shared 
with many other heritage markers of Singapore. As a result, it is only in the 
past that Tan and the rest of the Singaporeans can sustain the desired form of 
humanity, explaining the touch of kampung nostalgia Tan adds to both the 
films. 
  Consequently, in order to grab hold onto the last of the getai culture, 
Tan makes not only an effort to showcase the getai as realistically as possible, 
but also makes an attempt to beautify or even glorify the getai.56 On one hand, 
this embellished portrayal works to enhance kampung nostalgia for getai. On 
the other hand, the kampung nostalgia set in the films also aids in reaching out 
to the masses, allowing a revival of the getai culture. 
 The casting itself sees the recruitment of many celebrated getai singers 
and taizhu. In retrospect, Singapore films’ casting is mainly made up of well-
known artists, both local and abroad. This is especially so for Mediacorp 
Raintree productions. However, the getai films did not play the celebrity card; 
in its place are the getai singers and taizhu who have next to zero acting 
experience prior to this. The 881 cast included Liu Ling Ling, Wang Lei and 
Karen Lim. Liu Ling Ling, who plays Aunt Ling, has been in the getai circle 
                                                            
55 Chan and Yung have proposed how the entertainment space has been dissolved with the 
arrival of technology, reflected as radio broadcast in the essay. Chan Kwok Bun & Yung Sai-
shing, “Chinese Entertainment, Ethnicity, and Pleasure,” Visual Anthropology 18, No. 2/3 
(March 2005): pp.103-142.  
56 The films go to the extent of including the everyday minute details of the getai such as 
having the Papaya Sisters to warn the getai viewers of the car park attendant. 
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for over thirty years, singing since she was twelve. Also, when reconstructing 
the getai in the films, we see familiar getai names such as Peter Loh’s Xuanyin 
Getai and Aaron Tan’s Lex(s) Entertainment and Production. After that, Liu 
Ling Ling continues to take on the lead role in 12 Lotus with the addition of 
the new generation of getai singers, Hao Hao and Li Bao En. Interestingly, the 
youngest getai taizhu in Singapore, Aaron Tan, joined in to play the role of a 
hooligan after being the getai consultant in 881. This distinctive choice of 
casting enables the introduction of the getai circle to the audience. 
Introduction and authenticity aside, suitable roles and packaging did wonders 
when it came to boosting the popularity of artistes. Similarly, casting the getai 
singers and taizhu help to boost their popularity. If the films were successful in 
the box office, the audience would be drawn to support their getai 
performances. This brings Singaporeans to the much neglected getai once 
again, preventing it from its otherwise impending disappearance.  
 Regarding cinematography, Tan tended to use shots that bear 
resemblance to that of a live concert telecast and MTVs when portraying the 
getai.  The shots of getai are inclined to fitting the most of the stage into the 
frame. In addition to that, the performers perpetually present a full frontal 
position towards the screen, as if those before the screen were the target 
audience and not those below the stage, as the logic of the films imply. The 
angles of the shots are just as fascinating. They are usually either a front 
parallel shot or a low angle canted shot as seen during live telecasts of 
performances and the lighting follows that of the stage lighting (Figure 19). 
Other than establishing shots or when accentuating costumes, there is rarely 
the use of close up shots, so the emphasis remains on the getai performances 
throughout. Even when there is a need to highlight the characters’ reactions or 
facial expressions to blend the narratives in, medium close ups are used 
instead. Alternatively, actors make use of bigger movements or exaggerated 
expressions similar to what we see during theatre performances to bring across 
the necessary narrative (Figure 20). For example, when the Durian Sisters and 
the Papaya Sisters are competing to perform before each other getai after getai 
in 881, the Durian Sisters throw their boots on stage to mark their arrival 
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before the Papaya Sisters at one particular getai. The boots hit Wang Lei, 
another veteran getai singer, who is performing. The performance goes on and 
the shock on Wang Lei's face is portrayed with his exaggerated expression and 
a medium close up rather than a close up. Likewise, in 12 Lotus, during the 
scene of Ah Long's sudden proposal, Lianhua's puzzlement when Xiao Fei Xia 
comments that he has a surprise for her is depicted with her pacing and 
peering around. The stage remains entirely in frame, including the dancers in 
the background. The cinematography hence creates the delusion that we are 
actually watching a telecast of the getai. Some parts even gyrate out of the 
narratives into a somewhat abrupt MTV-like shot as with the appearance of 
Ah Long in 12 Lotus (Figure 21). In short, instead of leaving the getai culture 
to wither in obscure corners of Singapore, Tan brings it right into the theatres, 
portraying it in forms that Singaporeans are familiar and fond of—MTVs and 
concert telecasts. This adaptation to the new media forms functions as more 
than just a depiction of getai. It helps not only in preserving but also 
marketing and recovering the getai culture.   
 
Figure 19: Taken from the final showdown between the Papaya Sisters and the Durian Sisters. The 
framing of this shot incorporates the design of the stage and the flamboyance of the costumes. The 
performers are positioned in such a way that compliments the stage, giving it enhanced depth. The 
parallel angle of the shot resembles that of a concert telecast, and so does the lighting, which 
adheres to the stage’s original lighting. 
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Figure 20: In 12 Lotus, Ah Long proposes to Lianhua on stage. This comes as a surprise to Lianhua. 
When Xiao Fei Xia announces that it will be a very important day for her, her bewilderment is 
reflected not through a close up of her perplexed facial expression, but by her pacing and turning. 
The stage, including the dancers and the band, remains in the frame throughout. 
       
Figure 21: Shots resembling MTVs can also be found, sometimes not exactly parallel to the narrative. 
 It should be noted that 881 focuses more on the depiction of the getai 
while 12 Lotus does an illustration of the history of getai which is not done in 
881. 12 Lotus begins with a street opera which, in actual fact, is reflective of 
getai in the second half of the 20th century, during which street opera was 
prevalent and an “opera show would enact a scene from the opera” before the 
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arrival of the singers.57 Aligned with the growing up of Lianhua, 12 Lotus 
demonstrates the myriad uses of getai, as if educating the audience that it can 
also be staged for special occasions like weddings and other kinds of 
celebrations (Figure 22). 12 Lotus therefore pieces up a developmental history 
of getai while 881 gives a more contemporary understanding of the getai 
culture in Singapore. 
 
Figure 22: 12 Lotus starts with a street opera performance which is the former of the getai we see 
today. There was a period of time in which street opera always came before the singing 
performances. 
 Lastly and most importantly, while Tan attempts to project the getai of 
daily life in both films, he also beautifies the getai. In his depiction of the 
getai, Tan avoids the more dodgy side. For example, a common practice for 
the emcees is the sharing of dirty jokes which is sometimes a turn off for the 
younger generation. 58 Such traces of the getai are absent in both films. In 
contrast, the flamboyant nature of the getai is magnified, making the 
reconstructed getai in the film almost as impressive as a Broadway production. 
Arts Central, which is under MediaCorp, produced Festivals of Asia in 2004 
seeking to document the different festivals in Singapore, one of which is the 
                                                            
57 Tng Lay Hoon, “Getai in Singapore,” p.17. 
58 During a TV interview, getai singer Lee Pei Fen pointed out that one of the taizhu Aaron 
Tan has specifically requested that she avoids making dirty jokes like what other emcees 
usually do. MediaCorp TV, Jinye Budayang Zhi Qiyue Getai, Mar 26, 2008. 
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Hungry Ghost Festival. In the program, a real-life seventh month getai was 
filmed. If we were to place shots of the real life getai and those in both the 
films together, it is apparent that the getai went through a process of 
beautification in the films (Figure 23 & 24). Be it through costumes or stage 
designs, the beauty of the getai are very much amplified, making it more like a 
large-scale concert. Prior to both the films, dancers were rare in getais, as 
opposed to what the films seem to suggest. Stunt effects, like the use of 
suspension wire, was not found in real life getais too. 
 
Figure 23: The quality of the stage is a gargantuan difference from that portrayed in the films. 
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Figure 24: The costumes tend to be glittery and bright in colour but were definitely not as colourful 
and elaborate as the costumes are in the films. 
 Just as the getai culture was facing a premature disappearance, Tan 
brought it right back into the limelight again. Adorned with the narratives, the 
getai screened in the theatres of Singapore not only brings back the good old 
memories of the older generation but more importantly, gives the younger 
generation a golden opportunity to learn more about the getai, or perchance, to 
wash away their negative impressions of it. While retaining the original 
flavours of the getai, the beauty of getais is amplified and the negativity is 
erased. Any remnants of vulgarity in the getai performances are removed to 
construct a Broadway-like musical instead. Such a performance of the getai, 
which is, to a large extent, an allegory of Tan's memory, coupled with the 
nostalgia woven in, undeniably works towards the preservation of getai as the 
film-viewers' interest in, and love of, getai is reignited or sparked off. From 
another perspective, the embellished portrayal of the getai enhances kampung 
nostalgia as well. The portrayed memory of the getai, retaining the kampung's 
sense of community, reflects selective amnesia, which obliterates the 
unpleasant side of getais. 
 
Conclusion 
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While memory is performed on screen, it is also preserved on the film 
reel. As with the nature of feature films, the memory performed reaches out to 
the masses. This, in turn, enables the memory performed to be popularized. 
Royston Tan and his getai films, 881 and 12 Lotus, are excellent illustrations 
of that, and entwined in the memory of getai performed is its culture and 
tradition. To borrow Moore's words, "even individual memory is not simply 
personal: the memories which constitute our identity and provide the context 
for every thought and action are not only our own, but are learned, borrowed 
and inherited". 59 In this case, Tan's individual memory performed through 
kampung nostalgia has been communicated to the audience, thus recovering or 
instilling the audience's individual memory, restoring the audience's  interest 
in the getai culture and enabling its recovery and preservation.  
Though 881 and 12 Lotus do not depict a kampung setting as Homerun 
did, the getai films exude a similar kampung nostalgia. Kampung nostalgia is 
not just about the reminiscence of kampung or the lifestyle attached to it even 
if Homerun explicitly displays kampung, it attached to it a deeper meaning. 
Kampung nostalgia symbolizes a yearning for Singapore's past in general, 
especially the sense of community lost with urban redevelopment
                                                            
59 R.I. Moore, "Preface", Social Memory (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1992), p.viii. 
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Chapter 3 
A Traumatic Nostalgia: Unveiling the Singapore Identity 
 
 Identity has always been an issue in Singapore. Every race preserves 
their cultures, leaving no common ground to construct a uniform Singapore 
identity.1 The preceding chapters discussed the emergence of kampung 
nostalgia in Singapore cinema as more and more Singaporeans are getting 
concerned about the loss of their own heritage. It is usually in times of an 
identity struggle that the past becomes magnified.2 Similarly, the nostalgia 
emanating in Singapore cinema serves as a facade for an unveiling (or 
construction) of a Singapore identity. This is evident in Boo Junfeng's 
Sandcastle [Shacheng] (2010) in which the concealed past of the Chinese 
middle school student movements in the 1950s is woven into the story of a 
young man entering his adulthood. 
 This chapter seeks to discuss the connotations behind the nostalgia in 
Singapore cinema. I propose that it is a search for a Singapore identity. Using 
Sandcastle as an illustration, I assert that the nostalgia for Singapore's past is 
closely related to trauma. These traumas are seen transformed into a catalyst 
(or even a marker) not only for Singapore's crusade to independence and 
prosperity but also its own national identity. As such, the first two sections of 
this chapter trace the background of the film and the history of the student 
movements it has portrayed. The second half of the chapter highlights how the 
history of the student movements is depicted in the film and how it relates to 
nostalgia, trauma and the Singapore identity. 
 
 
                                                            
1 Wu Kaihua, "Yingxiang yu shenfen rentong: Xinjiapo huayudianying wenhuayanjiu," (PhD 
dissertation, Beijing shifandaxue, 2002), p.18. 
2 Paul Antze & Michael Lambek, "Introduction: Forecasting Memory," Paul Antze & Michael 
Lambek (eds.), Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory (New York: Routledge, 
1996), pp.xxi-xxii. 
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Boo Junfeng and His Building of the Sandcastle 
 The director Boo Junfeng (b. 1983) is a beneficiary of the structural 
change in Singapore’s film industry. Other than having Sandcastle, his first 
feature film, sponsored by the Singapore Film Commission, he was able to 
receive formal training in filmmaking both locally and overseas, as mentioned 
in the first chapter. Prior to Sandcastle, he had made several short films like 
The Changi Murals (2006), Keluar Baris (2008) and Tanjong Rhu (2009), 
which had not only been shown in international film festivals but had also 
been accorded with prizes. These films often demonstrate his interest in 
identity, memory and also sexuality. 
Achieving huge success in the international film festival circuit, Boo 
Junfeng’s debut feature film Sandcastle tells the story of an eighteen-year-old 
boy, En, who experiences the death of his grandfather, the worsening of his 
grandmother’s Alzheimer’s disease, his first romance, his mother’s 
relationship with an uptight military commander and the realization that his 
late father was a student leader during the Chinese middle school student 
movements in the 1950s prior to his enlistment into the Singapore army. With 
En’s private life linked to the student movements of the 1950s and its political 
agenda, it becomes difficult not to view Sandcastle as what Jameson termed “a 
national allegory”.3 There is thus a tendency to demand a close and accurate 
portrayal of the student movements or the lives of the student leaders. 
Scholars, in discussing Sandcastle, tend to question the authenticity of its 
portrayal of the student movements as well. For one, Loh and Tan place 
Sandcastle together with two other documentaries related to the history of 
student movements to position the films as a representation of the past from a 
historian’s point of view.4 Despite blending in issues like memory and 
                                                            
3 Fredric Jameson, “Third World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social Text 
15 (Autumn, 1986): p.69. 
4Loh Kah Seng & Kenneth Paul Tan, “Convergence and Slippage between Film and History”, 
paper presented at the conference “Film and Cinema in Singapore” (Singapore: Asia 
Research Institute, 2011). 
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identity, their research focuses more on the presentation of history, a reflection 
of the past in search of historical truth.  
 However, in my opinion, Sandcastle seeks not to drearily embody the 
past. Rather, I would like to read this film from the angle of memory. Through 
an analysis of how the student movement past is reconstructed through 
memory and history, this chapter hopes to bring out the route to identity 
behind the nostalgia for this concealed past which is seen by the authorities as 
a blemish in the nation’s history. 
 
Chinese Middle Schools Student Movements in the 1950s 
 After the end of the Japanese Occupation in 1945, people in Singapore 
rejoiced for the return of the British, assuming that it would bring an end to 
their sufferings. Much to their disappointment, hunger continued and the 
recovery was not up to their expectations. This had already sowed the seeds of 
discontent towards the British. On the other hand, political societies marked 
by ideological diversity were also forming.5 The key trigger for the Chinese 
middle school students was the National Service Ordinance6. It led to the May 
13 student movement which “deepened the fundamental distrust between the 
British and the Chinese school students” and began “the descent into the abyss 
                                                            
5 Loh Kah Seng, Edgar Liao, Lim Cheng Tju & Seng Guo-Quan, The University Socialist Club and 
the Contest for Malaya: Tangled Strands of Modernity (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2012), pp.19-20 & 31-33. 
6 The National Service Ordinance was passed in 1952 and took full effect in 1954, making it 
mandatory for males between ages 18 to 20 to register for National Service. However, the 
displeasure towards the British, coupled with the fact that National Service would come as 
yet another disruption to their education for the already over aged Chinese middle schools 
students caused the unwillingness to accept the Ordinance. Because of that, a 
demonstration by the Chinese middle schools students was held on 13 May 1954. The 
students were treated with violence and, as a result, the scale of the demonstrations 
increased. The movement ended with the premature death of the National Service 
Ordinance. For more, see Nor-Afidah Adb Rahman, National Service Riots of 1954,  accessed 
May 15, 2012, http://infopedia.nl.sg/articles/SIP_1202_2006-07-28.html and Hong Lysa, 
“Politics of the Chinese-speaking Communities in Singapore in the 1950s: The Shaping of 
Mass Politics,” Tan Jing Quee, Tan Kok Chiang & Hong Lysa (ed.), The May 13 Generation: The 
Chinese Middle Schools Student Movement and Singapore Politics in the 1950s (Selangor: 
Strategic Information and Research Development Centre, 2011), pp.63-72. 
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for the relations between the British and Chinese school students, leading to 
the subsequent political denigration and marginalization of the Chinese 
schools as unrepentant anti-British and pro-communist”.7 
 The official take on this chapter of pre-independence history is that 
such movements and demonstrations were communist-related. This implies 
that the students involved were pro-communist. Such a perspective is well 
reflected in the state-monitored education syllabus. With the exception of a 
subject called Social Studies, which is basically about the development of 
Singapore, local students have next to no education about the history of their 
homeland. The history of the Chinese middle school student movements was 
compressed, and reduced to the students becoming “easy targets” and being 
“made use of by the communists to create trouble for the British”.8 Not only 
this, in Lee Kuan Yew’s memoirs, the Chinese middle school students, or 
rather, those who were Chinese-educated, are linked to the communists too. 
His chapter entitled “The World of the Chinese-educated” ostensibly hints at 
the ties between the Chinese-educated and the communists in China, for 
instance, relating the way the Chinese-educated people garnered support 
through “tried and tested methods of mass agitation that the communists had 
worked out in China”.9 Henceforth, the state not only avoids educating the 
students about the student movements, but also portrays the student 
movements as a result of pro-communism. 
 Yet, the participants of the Chinese middle school student movements 
speak otherwise. Through oral historical records, scholars have given the 
reasons for the student movements greater dimensions. Liu and Wong have 
pointed out that the student movements might not be of communist instigation 
                                                            
7 Tan Jing Quee, “The Politics of a Divided National Consciousness,” p.20. 
8 Curriculum Planning & Development Division, Social Studies Textbook Secondary 1(NT) 
(Singapore: Ministry of Education, 2005), p.25.  
9 Lee Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Times Editions & 
The Straits Times Press, 1998), p.169. 
- 88 - 
 
but rather of the students’ own accord.10 Similarly, Teng utilizes oral historical 
records to review the student movements and shows that the reasons for the 
student movements have more depth than mere communist instigation. 11 
 Unmistakably, the state’s and the student leaders’ narrations exhibit 
signs of discrepancy. For this reason, Teng compared both viewpoints using 
the framework of history versus collective memory. History and memory 
share a complex relationship and are very much intertwined. While Halbwachs 
sees history and memory as being opposed, “history can be represented as the 
universal memory of the human species”.12 Many a time, a silenced chapter of 
history faces the challenges of memory, like in the case of Japanese military 
aggression during World War II. 13  Likewise, being a silenced chapter of 
Singapore history, the portrayal of the student movements in Sandcastle 
therefore has to rely on both history and memory. More importantly, a warped 
sense of nostalgia for this chapter of history looms in the film, an indication 
that the film is more than just an endeavor to reconstruct the "truth". 
 
Constructing the Student Movements: Allegories, Reconciliation and 
Nostalgia 
 When tackling the issue of the student movements, the use of allegory 
is one aspect that Boo relies on heavily. Objects like the sandcastle were used 
to depict the vulnerability of memory and the past in general. Like the 
sandcastle, the past can be easily washed away, leaving no traces behind. Not 
only so, the people around En identify themselves as vivid allegories as well. 
                                                            
10 Liu Hong & Wong Sin Kiong, Singapore Chinese Society in Transition: Business, Politics and 
Socio-Economic Change, 1945-1965 (New York: Peter Lang, 2004), pp.141-168. 
11 Teng Aiwei, “Collective Memory and Official History: On Student Movements in Pre-
Independence Singapore” (Honours Thesis: Department of Chinese Studies, National 
University of Singapore, 2000), pp.33-51. 
12 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (London: Harper Colophon Books, 1980), p.78. 
13 Roxana Waterson & Kwok Kian-Woon, “The Work of Memory and the Unfinished Past: 
Deepening and Widening the Social Study of Memory in Southeast Asia,” Asian Journal of 
Social Science, 29:3 (2001): pp.370-372. 
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Other than the grandmother who suffers from Alzheimer's disease which 
explicitly shows its desired connection to forgetting, the father is a significant 
figure too. Missing from the family right from the beginning of the film, he 
never appears outside the memory, mnemonics or imagination. As the film 
progresses, we learn that he is coerced into living away from his kin due to his 
reluctance to admit his "mistake" of being part of the student movements. The 
missing father serves as an allegory to hint at the missing chapter of history in 
the official discourse of the past.    
 More significantly, Boo identifies the complexity of the student 
movements' past and thus factors in both the aspects of history and memory 
during his construction of history in the film. As a result, we see elements of 
history and memory with regards to the developmental history of Singapore in 
Sandcastle. While the carriers of the memory, the grandparents and the 
mother, illuminate the presence of memory, the history constituent is also 
being represented by the school’s history text. Instead of drawing clear lines 
between them, Boo washes out certain characteristics of both. This blurs the 
line between history and memory to give a point of convergence, so much so 
that the protagonist looks interchangeably into both to construct his knowledge 
of the past. In her book, Misztal summarized and discussed the relationship 
between history and memory in which she listed some of the differing 
characteristics of both.14  
 As the differing characteristics are derived from not just her personal 
viewpoint but also through an extensive literature review, I shall therefore 
base my discussion of the reconciliation of history and memory in the film on 
her summary of the debate about history and memory. 
 Memory can be seen as appealing to emotions, subjective, lacking the 
legitimacy of history, being non-linear in temporality and concerning the lived 
experience itself. No doubt the memories presented in Sandcastle do still 
appeal to emotions, and are non-linear in temporality; Boo has also justified its 
                                                            
14 Barbara A. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 
2003), pp.99-108. 
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legitimacy so much so that it appears to be like that of history. The legitimacy 
is brought to a head with the use of images and letters which acts as strong 
documentations of the past. En first comes across the negatives and his 
father’s letter to his mother when his grandfather brings the boxes down, 
hoping that En will digitize them. His grandfather’s attempt to let En into his 
memory through these physical forms of memory carriers is interrupted by a 
phone call. Subsequently, En digitizes the negatives together with his 
girlfriend, Ying. Without any interference from the participants, En and Ying 
are enabled to unravel the past with objectivity, through the evidence that was  
left behind. These memories are then given the first layer of legitimacy, as 
opposed to if the negatives had been introduced by the grandfather right from 
the start. In addition to that, the negatives scanned into the computer are given 
full screen shots as En and Ying attempt to make sense out of them. The full 
screen black and white images echo the black and white images at the 
beginning of the film (Figure 25 & 26). The images at the start of the film are 
“legitimate” images which can be easily found in Singapore’s history 
textbooks. Giving the negatives similar shots brings the audience to 
subconsciously relate the negatives to legitimacy too. These negatives hence 
transform into what Walter Benjamin termed “fragments”, which form history 
instead of mere remnants of memory.15 
                                                            
15 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations: Essays and Reflections (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 
pp.253-264. 
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Figure 25: The beginning of the film sees the filling up of the screen with "legitimate" images of 
Singapore's past. 
 
Figure 26: Subsequent images related to the student movements are also given the same full screen, 
black and white shots. 
 
 On the other hand, the objectivity and legitimacy of history is achieved 
by keeping a critical distance and substantiating with documented 
explanations. Elements of history can be clearly detected. Snippets of 
Singapore history, from the arrival of Sir Stamford Raffles, to the immigration 
of the Chinese, are read out by Ying, a new immigrant. Her identity, coupled 
with the difficulty she has reading the history text in English, strip the 
narration of any possible emotion involved. The recitation for her is nothing 
more than a sheer struggle. One of these scenes features a montage-like sequel 
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with her recitation of the history text as a non-diegetic sound over the images 
of contemporary Singapore, attaching a documentary touch to it. The buildup 
of this critical distance further enhances its objectivity. 
 However, as history is being digested by the younger generation, it is 
transformed into memory for them. The state then taps on this memory for 
nation building. The opening of the film once again serves as a fine 
illustration. The montage of the black and white images is what the 
generations after the May 13 generation is familiar with, from their knowledge 
of Singapore’s history. The montage is presented with the background music 
of Home, which was released in 1998 as one of the first annual National Day 
song series. Students are required to learn the National Day songs so as to sing 
them during their schools’ National Day celebrations and curriculum time is 
sometimes even sacrificed to teach the students the songs. The song, Home, is 
hence a familiar song which is able not only to appeal emotionally to the 
generation born after the 1980s, but also act as a way to trigger their memories 
of nation building and history. Not only will history be digested as memory, 
Boo has already attempted to give the history-related images an appeal for 
emotions right at the beginning. The choice of song has therefore suggested 
the convergence of memory and history. 
 As such, history and memory become interactive and interchangeable 
in the film. In order to learn more about the student leaders of the 1950s, En 
tries asking his mother to no avail, so he starts looking through the 
photographs of the past for more information. Conversely, he also asks a self-
proclaimed top history student about the student movements to learn more 
about it. In other words, he looks into history for memory whilst looking into 
memory for history. Both of which seem no longer to have too much of a 
difference.  
If history can be converted into memory for the younger generation, 
Lee Kuan Yew’s “memory” can also become the state’s official history as 
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noted by Hong. 16 What becomes history ultimately boils down to “who has 
the right to tell the story of the past”.17 Hence, there are actually two sets of 
distinct memory, one based on the national memory and one of the student 
activists, or rather the older generation in the film which I would like to call 
personal memory. A point to note is that the personal memory here is 
represented by the memory of those who went through the student movements. 
Both sets of memory will in due course come to a point of reconciliation, this 
time within En, the protagonist. 
The two disparate sets of memory are represented by En’s mother, 
Hian and En’s girlfriend, Ying. Hian was a student leader in the 1950s, but by 
the 1990s, which is the time set in the film, she is void of any of such traces. 
Besides being unwilling to let her son into the past about student movements, 
she is now atypical of what a student leader would have been. She is a 
Christian and shows distaste for the recent immigrants from China.18 On top 
of that, is her relationship with the military commander who always appears in 
military uniform. His involvement in the National Day Parade, a celebration to 
perform the state’s portrayed unity and prosperity, coupled with his uptight 
character (just as the state is uptight about how it is being portrayed), he plays 
a strong representation of the state.19 Hian’s acceptance of him can then be 
linked to her acceptance of the state-portrayed Singapore which includes the 
erasure, if not the putting-down of the student leaders she once was. For that 
reason, she is now the embodiment of the state-constructed national memory 
in which the past about the student movements vividly exists, but is highly 
                                                            
16 Hong Lysa, “The Lee Kuan Yew Story as Singapore History,” Journal of Southeast Asian 
Studies 33, no. 3 (2002): pp.545-558. 
17 Barbara A. Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering, p.100. 
18 She refuses to dine in the food court for most cooks are PRCs. She questions their hygiene 
standards with a hint of xenophobia. Although this might be a common Singaporean mindset, 
it becomes especially conflicting for her as she used to be supposedly pro-China. 
19 As noted by Yong, Singapore’s National Day Parade (which started in 1966) is not just 
about creating a community feeling but a sense of greater importance as well. It not only 
forms the collective memory of the nation but also seeks to represent the state’s image, 
sometimes even with the ability to reassure and restore confidence of the inhabitants. See 
Yong Mun Cheong, “Singapore: The City-State in History,” Ban Kah Choon, Anne Pakir & Tong 
Chee Kiong (eds.), Imagining Singapore (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1992), pp.39-41. 
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negated. On the other hand, En’s first romance did not bud with a Singaporean 
girl but a recent Chinese immigrant, Ying. Ying, because of her identity, can 
be seen as a symbol for personal memory, that of the student leaders who were 
seen as being pro-China. 
Alongside with En’s gradual discovery of his father’s past as a student 
leader, En’s interest for Ying manifested. As En learns more about his father 
and thus the student movements, his affection for Ying grows stronger. Then, 
the point of culmination comes and is presented in the form of sexual 
intercourse. The sexual intercourse signifies an embrace of the student leaders’ 
set of memories. Hian’s excessive anger towards En's sexual intercourse with 
Ying further enhances the symbolism. Her intense reaction exceeds that of 
pure parental concern. Some would read her fury as being related to the Anti 
Pornography Movement20. Yet, if Hian is seen as an ambassador of the state-
approved national memory, her wrath could then be more plausibly explained 
by the conflict between the two sets of memories. The national memory rejects 
or puts down the student leaders, yet En embraces the memory of them. This 
means a challenge to the national memory. Hian’s, or the national memory’s, 
refusal to accept En’s embracement of Ying, or the personal memory of the 
student leaders, pushes En away from Hian. En then moves to his 
grandparents’ place where his contact with the student leaders’ past is first 
ignited. Eventually, with time and digestion of the new set of memories, En is 
able to reaccept his mother. A point of reconciliation is then found for the two 
sets of memory in En. Notably, after his return, he displays stronger 
appreciation for his childhood and his mother. 
 Another point to highlight in the representation of the film is the 
continuation of the notion of nostalgia. As opposed to expectations of the film 
being a resistance to the official discourse of history and precedents of such 
resistance to the official discourse in the 1990s, Boo chooses to assume a tone 
of neutrality. While not giving the national history sovereignty as seen above, 
                                                            
20 The Anti Pornography Movement is yet another movement led by the Chinese middle 
school students which spanned over three years, from 1953 to 1956. For details, see Chen 
Fan, Men leiji (Xinjiapo: Qingnian shuju, 1959), pp.31-36. 
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Hian's choice of not letting her son into the truth of the past is also justified as 
an attempt to give her son the best. This can also be read as the nation 
concealing this chapter of history for the good of its people. Sandcastle serves 
neither to justify the student movements nor to chastise the government for the 
concealment. Instead, the film seeks more to elucidate a sense of nostalgia. 
The film is set in the 1990s and Boo devotes himself to recreating the 
ambiance of the late 20th century using the Mac PC, Nokia cell phones, and 
electronic fans etc. coupled with a sweet melancholic melody as a non-diegetic 
sound. Even the urban spaces that are screened have been selected with 
discretion. For instance, the flats and the train station filmed as pillow shots or 
establishing shots are those built in the 1990s, so as to create a distinct feel of 
that period (Figure 27 & 28). This coincides with Jameson's definition of a 
nostalgia film in which it seeks not to reinvent "the past in its lived totality ; 
rather, by reinventing the feel and shape of characteristic art objects of an 
older period, it seeks to awaken a sense of past associated with those 
objects".21 
 
Figure 27: The old and tattered remains, but is embellished with dim and soft lighting. 
 
                                                            
21 Fredric Jameson, 'Postmodernism and Consumer Society,' Peter Brooker (ed.), 
Modernism/postmodernism (London: Longman, 1992), p.170. 
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Figure 28: Boo reinvents 1990s by carefully choosing the props and filming locations. Lifts as such are 
a common sight in the 1990s but lifts nowadays usually have two windows on the lift doors. Note 
also the Mac PC which heralds the 1990s. They all work to highlight the feel and shape of 
characteristic objects in the 1990s. 
 
In brief, Sandcastle uses mainly allegories in the display and 
construction of the student movements. Within such allegories, Boo blurs the 
lines between history and memory to create two distinctive sets of memory, 
the national and the personal, represented by Hian and Ying respectively. En’s 
interaction with the two women enables reconciliation for the two sets of 
memory which had otherwise appeared conflicting. While these allegories are 
at work, the film sets itself in the beautified 1990s, allowing nostalgia to loom.  
 
The Maneuver through Traumas: Unveiling the Singapore Identity 
 Boo displays a nostalgia for an untold past of Singapore, which is 
redolent of Eric Khoo's longing for the unofficial past and hidden side of 
Singapore. However, as discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, 
government backing has altered the narration of most Singaporean films. As 
opposed to Khoo's desire to unveil hidden dimensions of Singapore to 
challenge the sanitized image portrayed by the government, Boo seeks more to 
relish an era in which a common identity was strong and meaningful, in which 
people unite to fight for a common cause. In turn, he leads the audience in a 
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lumbering journey through traumas to unveil the Singapore identity lost with 
time and economic prosperity. 
 The protagonist, En, is eighteen years old and is entering his 
adulthood, about to serve National Service so as to fulfill his duty as a 
Singaporean. At this juncture, En's grandfather shows him the negatives of the 
student movements, telling him a completely different side of the story. What 
his mother had been telling him and what he had been learning in school 
seemed to be in conflict with the negatives and also what his grandfather was 
telling him. This left En feeling perplexed and lost as to who he actually is. 
 This sentiment of perplexity is a reflection of Boo's personal 
experience. The idea of including the history of the student movements 
originate from the documentary, The Invisible City [Beiwanglu] (dir. Tan Pin 
Pin, 2007). The Invisible City features interviews of documenters, such as 
photographers, journalists and archaeologists alongside their personal footage 
and images. One of the interviews mentions the Chinese middle school student 
movements in the 1950s. A retired journalist, Han Tan Juan, brought the team 
to Chung Cheng High School and narrated the incidents that took place there 
and then. This was the first time Boo knew of his alma mater's involvement in 
the student movements. It triggered his desire to find out more about the 
student movements because the knowledge his generation of Singaporeans has 
of these student movements is limited.22   
 As seen in Sandcastle, and as discussed before, the history of the 
student movements in the 1950s remains a missing piece in the developmental 
history of Singapore. The memory of the older generation which went through 
pre-independence Singapore does not agree with the official discourse of all 
student leaders being pro-Communist. Despite this, this chapter of the history 
is seldom raised by the older generation for the good of their children, as the 
student leaders were deemed pro-Communist and therefore a threat to the 
ruling party. Undoubtedly, for students who were actually the student leaders, 
                                                            
22Sandcastle (Commentary), directed by Boo Junfeng (2010; Singapore: Zhao Wei Films, 
Singapore Film Commission, Fortisso Films & Peanut Pictures, 2010), DVD. 
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it might have also been due to the trauma experienced that they chose to keep 
silent about it just like En's parents and grandparents. For that reason, the 
sudden realization that what he had been taught and had believed for his entire 
life is not the whole truth, like what happened to En and the director, is 
sufficient to constitute a traumatic experience.    
 To further comprehend the traumatic experience En and the director 
are going through, it is necessary to first establish what trauma is. Trauma 
originated as a term for a surgical wound before it entered the field of 
psychology, and finally the social field.23 Since then, trauma has been 
repeatedly used in the West in the studies of Holocaust, World War II, 
Vietnam War etc. as seen in works like On Media Memory: Collective 
Memory in a New Media Age and Healing from the War: Trauma and 
Transformation after Vietnam. Similarly, in the studies of China, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan, trauma continually appears especially with regards to its 
representation in literature and popular culture.24 Indisputably, Sigmund Freud 
founded the conceptualization of trauma. The traumatic, as he defines it, is "an 
experience which within a short period of time presents the mind with an 
increase of stimulus too powerful to be dealt with or worked off in the normal 
way, and this may result in permanent disturbances of the manner in which 
energy operates". 25 This definition explains how traumatic it is for En and the 
director to come to a realization that what they had known and believed for 
life might not be true. The ostentatious portrayal of nostalgia in Sandcastle can 
thus be read as a resistance to this trauma.26 The past has become the source of 
comfort for it is where the "truth" lies, where the solution to the perplexity of 
                                                            
23 Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p.19. 
24 Notable examples of such works include Michael Berry, A History of Pain: Trauma in 
Modern Chinese Literature and Film (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008) and Ban 
Wang, Illuminations from the Past: Trauma, Memory, and History in Modern China (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2004). 
25 Sigmund Freud, Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1915-1917), James Strachy (ed.), 
The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. 16 (London: 
Hogarth Press, 1964), p.275. 
26 Wang points out that nostalgia works as a resistance to traumatic experiences. Ban Wang, 
Illuminations from the Past, p.8. 
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identity lies. Also, the stability of the past acts as resistance to the current 
turbulence. This goes to elucidate Boo's intention for setting the film in the 
1990s, preceding his own realization of the past of the student movements. 
More clearly, En's return to his grandparents' place, the most nostalgic location 
in the film, after the trauma of a sudden confusion in his identity, as to who his 
parents are and who himself is. 
 In effect, following Benjamin's idea of trauma, the nostalgia that 
surfaces in the Singaporean cinema discussed in the earlier chapters is also 
closely related to trauma. In Benjamin's words, the inability to adapt to city 
life or, more precisely, modernization, also amounts to trauma.27 Following 
Benjamin's train of thought, Wang proposes two types of trauma in modern 
China - "the latent memory of past catastrophes of imperialism and 
colonialism as well as atrocities of the authoritarian political order" and "the 
ongoing shock of the damaged older life worlds under the impact of 
transnational capital and the massive commodification of social relations".28 In 
the context of Singapore, trauma also sets in with rapid urbanization and 
globalization. As the pace of life increases and the remnants of yesteryear are 
eradicated one after another, nostalgia not only acts as a source of comfort and 
critique, but also as a resistance to the trauma of modernization inflicted. 12 
Lotus [Shier Lianhua] (dir. Royston Tan, 2008) which was discussed in the 
previous chapter reflects this form of trauma very well. After her traumatic 
experience, Lianhua locks herself in the house for more than a decade. She 
freezes herself in time as a form of comfort. When she finally steps out of her 
house, she experiences yet another trauma. Not only is she unable to get used 
to modernized society, even the getai which she was once so familiar with 
becomes alien with astonishing lighting and effects. Ultimately, she can only 
go back to her house which is like a time container. The film ends with 
Lianhua gazing at her smiling younger self, as if the past is her only source of 
comfort. This trauma elevates and becomes clearer in Sandcastle , revealing 
                                                            
27 Walter Benjamin, "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire," Hannah Arendt (ed.), Illuminations 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), pp.157-202. 
28 Ban Wang, Illuminations from the Past, p.8. 
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not only how the authoritarian political party's concealment of certain parts of 
the history affects the generations in Singapore but also the trauma of the 
student leaders that lingers on. Together with a manipulated history as pointed 
out by Lau and an urban life which lacks human interaction, the past not 
included in the state’s history proves to vanish as fast as the ancient sites and 
buildings are being demolished.29 This valid fear explains Boo’s desire to 
reconcile the memories and history. This is so as to prevent the vulnerable 
memories from being further erased, aggravating the trauma.  
 Henceforth, Boo hopes to achieve a fuller understanding of his own 
past. One essential scene that summarizes the importance of a full picture of 
the past to Boo is the passing away of En’s grandfather. The camera takes on 
En’s point of view. When En first reaches home, the half-open door of the 
room allows En to see only his grandfather sitting on the chair. Unknown to 
him is his grandmother kneeling by the side, staring at her husband with her 
tears glistening. En only senses something amiss when he next comes over to 
ask about the power failure. With his grandfather not responding to his 
questions, he pushes the door open and sees the full picture. It is only then that 
his grandfather’s death dawns upon him (Figure 29 & 30). This particular 
scene demonstrates Boo’s emphasis on the importance of getting a full picture. 
The deliberate reconciliation of both the different memories and also history 
and memory call for a fuller understanding of Singapore’s past. Blurring the 
line between history and memory challenges the orthodoxy of history itself, 
putting memory and history on the same scale of importance. It hence suggests 
that both memory and history ought to be looked at for an enhanced 
understanding of Singapore’s past. This explains the way he reconstructed the 
student movements in his film. This is especially so for a recently bloomed 
Singapore historiography, in which history “was essentially made by the 
People’s Action Party (PAP) government which has dominated Singapore’s 
                                                            
29 For the discussion on Singapore’s manipulated history, see Albert Lau, “The National Past 
and the Writing of the History of Singapore,” Ban Kah Choon, Anne Pakir & Tong Chee Kiong 
(eds.), Imagining Singapore, pp.57-59; For discussion on urban human interaction, see Cf. 
Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” Kenneth Thompson & Jeremy Tunstall (ed.), 
Sociological Perspectives: Selected Readings (New York: Penguin, 1979), pp.82-93. 
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post-independence landscape”. 30  Similarly, looking into multiple sets of 
memory instead of just the official discourse enables different perspectives 
and fills up the gap in the official discourse. 
 
Figure 29: When En returns home, the door is not fully opened and so he assumes that his 
grandfather is just sitting on the chair. 
 
Figure 30: When En finally swings open the door, he sees his grandmother squatting beside his 
grandfather, staring at him with tears in her eyes. Now, it dawns upon him that something is amiss. 
 This emphasis on the value of a fuller understanding of the past also 
serves to underline the trauma the concealment had caused. As En deals with 
                                                            
30 For more on Singapore’s historiography, see Lau, “The National Past and the Writing of the 
History of Singapore,” pp.46-68. See also Hong Lysa & Huang Jianli, The Scripting of a 
National History: Singapore and its Past (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008). 
- 102 - 
 
the trauma from learning more about the past, he builds his self identity and 
the sense of rootedness as a Singaporean, for he now identifies with his 
country and his family. This establishment of rootedness and identity was once 
again depicted through the use of allegory. Hian, as an embodiment of national 
memory, is repetitively said to be more in need of her son than vice versa. 
Though En remains by the side of his mother, it is only after learning about his 
parents’ past that he returns to his mother and wholly appreciates her and his 
childhood. In this case, his childhood bolster plays an essential allegory. The 
bolster acts as his own past, his childhood and his relationship with his parents 
and grandparents. With him hugging the bolster, as opposed to him throwing it 
away previously, it symbolizes his willingness to now embrace his identity as 
a Singaporean. When his grandfather first asked about his bolster, prior to 
En’s familiarity with the student movements’ history, he could not be bothered 
about it. However, after his return to stay with his mother, Boo shows him 
sleeping, holding his childhood bolster. This symbolizes the identity found and 
also the rootedness in him after learning about the student movements. With 
this ritual, he is now ready for National Service, an ordinance which sparked 
the series of student movements in the 1950s. Therefore, there is the proposal 
that through the awareness of the concealed past, En, as with many other 
young Singaporeans, will come to better appreciate his roots and foster a sense 
of belonging. More importantly, with a better understanding of the past, a 
Singaporean identity is forged and maintained. The young Singaporeans can 
now relate to the building of Singapore, with the knowledge that their 
forefathers played an active part in its history, as compared to the distanced 
history that focuses on Sir Stamford Raffles and PAP. 
 The past is certainly a useful tool. As the late S. Rajaratnam put it, the 
past ought to be studied not just to resurrect the past but also to help us “shape 
the future so that it better fits in with the facts, new realities and new needs”.31 
In the early years, the need for development caused Singapore to promote 
English as a language, putting down the mother tongues. This is perhaps why 
                                                            
31 S. Rajaratnam, “Future Oriented and Nationalist Leadership” in Speeches, 7:1 (January-
June 1983): p.31. 
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the history of the Chinese middle school student movements does not seem to 
go in tandem with the country’s direction, and as a result constitutes one of the 
reasons for its dismissal from the official discourse. Yet, this approach has 
caused Singaporeans to develop a pseudo-Western culture, causing them to 
gradually lose not only their roots as Asians, but also their identity as a 
Singaporean. In view of the “new realities and new needs”, it will conceivably 
be necessary to employ the past in new ways to facilitate the basic rootedness 
of Singaporeans. One of these methods might be to recognize and make 
known the myriad events that involved Singaporeans and this includes the 
Chinese middle school student movements.  
 In other words, the trauma brought about by the student movements of 
the 1950s has become a basis for identity construction. Berry, in his discussion 
of the Musha Incident as a trauma for Taiwan, not only recognizes it as a 
source of a new Taiwanese identity but also deems it to have "transformed into 
a signifier of Taiwan's own passage from colonial slavery to a 'modern' 
national consciousness inspired by the bravery of the most 'primitive' tribal 
inhabitants and commemorated by the scars of historical trauma".32 Likewise, 
the student movements is also a signifier of Singapore's passage from 
colonialism to independence and, from Boo's work, seem to suggest that by 
commemorating or just acknowledging the scar of this historical trauma, it 
will enable an unveiling of an embedded Singapore identity. 
 
Conclusion 
 For the generation that did not experience the student movements of 
the 1950s, these student movements are often thought of as political 
movements. Led by state history, Singaporeans tend either not to know of this 
history, or mistake all the students as pro-Communist. Sandcastle, though not 
a film to restore the history, serves as a channel for the audience to gain basic 
curiosity about this period of Singapore history. It also reminds younger 
                                                            
32 Michael Berry, A History of Pain, p.107. 
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Singaporeans of how close this part of the history can be to them, for their 
parents or grandparents might very well have been part of it.  
 "For Halbwachs, the past is a social construction mainly, if not wholly, 
shaped by the concerns of the present."33 With the passing of time, a trauma 
formerly a taboo in the history of Singapore should be elevated to being an 
identity marker instead. This is so, as it enables the younger generation to have 
a better understanding of their past. By presenting an alternative set of history, 
the film no longer serves to challenge the authorities as seen in the 1990s. It 
becomes more of a proposal, that not only will acknowledging this so-called 
controversial past not jeopardize Singapore’s national identity, but that it 
might also be the solution to the gradual loss of society’s roots. Using 
Sandcastle as a case study, this chapter had attempted to address a bigger issue 
of nostalgia, trauma and identity in Singapore cinema. Nostalgia is formed 
through resistance against the present, which is rooted in a traumatic past and 
present. The trauma, in turn, shapes the collective nostalgia in which the 
nation searches for its own past and heritage, as reflected in the films and the 
making of these films. 
 
                                                            
33 Lewis A. Coser, "Introduction," Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), p.25. 
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Conclusion 
Old Romances for the Future 
 
The monsoon season in Singapore means rain almost every afternoon 
ad nauseam. I braved the rain and arrived in time for the second screening of 
Old Romances [Lao Qingren] (2012). Old Romances, a documentary directed 
by Royston Tan, Eva Tang and Victric Thng,  records forty-five old places and 
memories including New Century Record at Tanjong Katong, the old 
playgrounds and Lo Song Leng Dentist at Balestier Road, almost half of 
which are already lost with time. The documentary premiered at the gallery 
theatre of the National Museum of Singapore on 15th December 2012 which 
falls on a Saturday, with a second screening on the following day. A pleasant 
surprise awaited my arrival. Not only had the rain not deterred the audience 
from heading to the theatre, the place was fully seated despite having two 
screenings. Outside the theatre, a number of people waited in vain for tickets 
to be given up. 
 While disappointment loomed outside the theatre, Old Romances 
unveiled inside with a low camera shot of the Tanjong Pagar Railway Station 
tracks. Starting with the railway station, the documentary took the audience 
for a stroll down the memory lane to forty-five different places and ended the 
nostalgic tour with Thye Moh Chan Cake House at Geylang Road and a shot 
back at the railway station. Against the backdrop of Singapore's "old 
romances" were the voiceovers of individuals narrating their stories which, I 
believe, chimes in the hearts of their generation. After sixty-seven minutes of 
an escapade into Singapore’s past, we were pulled back to the present with an 
intriguing sharing session with the three directors. 
 Royston Tan shared a personal fear. When he leaves his house every 
day, a mild trepidation grips him. He is afraid that one day he will come home 
to a grand shopping mall or a new casino instead of his cozy unit. As I threw 
back my head and laughed, the logic behind his seemingly silly fear dawned 
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upon me. It is just as what Eva Tang, one of the other two co-directors, said in 
the same sharing session: 
"This is uniquely Singapore too. When I showed Old Places (Old Romances is 
a sequel to it) to my Malaysian friends, their response were, 'What? You call 
this old?' To them, these places are still part of their everyday life. They are 
all around them. It is only in Singapore that places twenty years ago are 
already called old. I mean, like in Europe, they have ancient architectures 
which can easily be a century old and still there."1 
Indeed, urbanization is taking place at breakneck speed in Singapore and 
demolition and rebuilding are happening so much faster and so much more 
thoroughly than in many cities. The Singapore memory, culture, history and 
even identity are at the mercy of such rapid urbanization. 
 The government's belated concern about constructing a sense of 
belonging and the constant disappearance of mnemonics in Singaporeans' 
homeland has urged the city to resurface in Singaporeans' minds. This led to a 
growing awareness and concern for their own heritage. The rising awareness 
and concern happened simultaneously in the local film industry, enabling 
kampung nostalgia to have a delayed entrance into the theatres. In due course, 
nostalgia aids Singaporeans in jostling their way through the experienced 
trauma, so as to unveil the Singapore identity in them.  
 I have focused on Singapore feature films in the first decade of the 21st 
century. The thesis began with a comparison of Forever Fever (dir. Glen Goei, 
1998) and It's a Great Great World [Da shijie] (dir. Kelvin Tong, 2011) so as 
to portray the development of the industry as it gets ready for the delayed 
entrance of nostalgia. In the same chapter, an increased concern over heritage 
was also pointed out to further illustrate the leap to nostalgia. Following 
which, using Homerun [Paoba haozi] (dir. Jack Neo, 2003) as a case study, 
the chapter explained sociologist Chua Beng Huat's notion of a kampung 
nostalgia and its relation to the Singapore cinema, before identifying an 
elevated sense of kampung nostalgia which need not be manifested through 
                                                            
1 Royston Tan, Eva Tang & Victric Thng, “Sharing session for Old Romances,” notes taken by 
the author, Dec 16, 2012. 
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concrete images of a kampung but primarily through a sense of community 
with the help of 881 (dir. Royston Tan, 2007) and 12 Lotus [12 Lianhua] (dir. 
Royston Tan, 2008) as illustrations. Having established the nostalgia unique to 
Singapore cinema and the reasons for its delayed appearance, the final chapter 
sought to unravel the identity struggle and realization behind the nostalgia. 
The nostalgia in Singapore cinema, as seen in Sandcastle [Shacheng] (dir. Boo 
Junfeng, 2010), reflects the realization of a Singapore identity previously 
hidden and un-acknowledged, with trauma as a catalyst. In sum, through the 
close reading of six feature films, I have explained the traits of nostalgia 
unique to the Singapore cinema. With growing awareness and concern, 
kampung nostalgia is no longer merely about reminiscing the slow pace of life 
and innocence, nor is it just about grabbing onto the tail of a disappearing 
sense of community. It is elevated to a phase of realizing a Singapore identity, 
for all the reminiscences constitute every part of being a Singaporean. 
Interestingly, all the films reflect a use of urban space to illuminate nostalgia 
similarly to how kampung nostalgia is seemingly nostalgia for the old villages. 
Likewise, Old Romances expresses its nostalgia through recollecting 
memories of the lost and disappearing places. I have chosen to conclude the 
thesis with Old Romances for two key reasons. 
 Old Romances is a documentary beyond the scope of this thesis. 
However, it has inched along the same trajectory of intensifying the nostalgia 
in the films. Old Romances comes as a sequel to Old Places [Lao difang] (dir. 
Royston Tan, Eva Tang & Victric Thng, 2010) which similarly portrays forty-
five old places with related voiceovers. Old Places lacks the depth of its 
sequel. It lingers at the superficial level of "how much love" Singaporeans 
have for these places and fails to penetrate the reasons behind such intense 
affection. In contrast, Old Romances emphasizes what the places mean to 
Singaporeans. Together with it, comes the depiction of Singapore's lowbrow 
culture and everyday lives which forms a big part of the Singapore identity. 
Due to constraints of time, length and ability, I was unable to include the 
documentaries and short films of Singapore in my analysis. Nevertheless, they 
may very well be another route of exploration. 
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 Secondly, Old Romances is a film released in 2012, undoubtedly out of 
the scope of this thesis's stipulated timeframe. Yet, similar traits can be found 
once again. Being a documentary, it naturally preserves and performs 
memories. Its performance of memories also displays a strong sense of 
nostalgia with relation to the kampung. Not only was there recurring mention 
of the kampung, the sense of community is repeatedly highlighted. 
Commercial films are likewise, as seen from the recent commercial success Ah 
Boys to Men I [Xinbing zhengzhuan] (dir. Jack Neo, 2012), which taps on the 
nostalgic memory of the 1970s' army camp. The critically acclaimed Ilo Ilo 
[Bama buzai jia] (dir. Anthony Chen, 2013) should be included as well. These 
films were all well received. Notably, Old Romances, not being a commercial 
film, did not have a strong marketing push yet both the screenings enjoyed a 
high turnout rate, resulting in a third screening in which the tickets were sold 
out just as fast. The above goes to show that nostalgia is still mounting in 
Singaporean cinema. There is perhaps a possibility of furthering this research 
into the second decade of the 21st century for a better understanding of not 
only Singaporean cinema and Singapore society's shift but also Singapore and 
its cinema in relation to regional and global cinemas. 
 If the 1990s is the revival of Singaporean cinema, then the first decade 
of the 21st century is a decade of vibrant growth. Prominent directors like 
Royston Tan, Woo Yen Yen and Colin Goh entered the field of feature films 
to produce critically and popularly acclaimed films. With the commencement 
of MediaCorp Raintree Pictures in 1998, not only were studio productions 
made possible, there was also a gradual increase in co-productions during the 
decade of vibrant growth. It was also during this decade that academia started 
displaying an increased interest in Singaporean cinema, leading it to enter the 
sphere of Chinese cinemas and Sinophone. 
 The Chinese were dispersed around the world centuries before the 
formation of the People's Republic of China and the emigration of Chinese 
continues up till today. Taking Chinese emigration to Southeast Asia as an 
example, as early as the early 15th century, there were clusters of Chinese 
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immigrants forming in Southeast Asia.2 As more and more Chinese moved out 
of China, identity politics surfaced. Scholars have displayed concerns about 
the identity struggle of the Chinese Diaspora. Terminologies like Overseas 
Chinese [Huaqiao] have been debated and reviewed, as epitomized by the 
renowned scholar Wang Gungwu. 3 The concern spills over to the field of 
Chinese literature studies. Similarly, there were different classifications for 
literature produced outside of China like Literature by the Overseas Chinese 
[Huaqiao wenxue], Overseas Chinese Literature [Haiwai huawen wenxue] and 
Global Chinese Literature [Shijie huawen wenxue]. In recent years, Sinophone 
literature was formulated as an English term to classify the literature of the 
Chinese Diaspora. Yet, disparity exists within the interpretation of Sinophone 
literature too. As pointed out by Tee, while Shih sees Sinophone literature as 
literature in Chinese language produced outside of China, David Wang Der-
Wei advocates the inclusion of literature produced in China as well.4 
 Sinophone has also been used to categorize cinematic productions of 
the Chinese communities, forming a Sinophone cinema. As mentioned in the 
introduction, Yi Sui initiated the concept of a Chinese-language cinema. This 
is followed by Lu and Yeh's Chinese-language cinema and Shih's Sinophone 
cinema. However, having entered the age of Chinese cinemas, Singapore 
cinema displays its plural qualities too. The pluralities of Singaporean cinema 
have problematized its position in global cinemas, making it tempting to 
lumber through such categorizations with a notion of Singapore cinemas. Not 
                                                            
2 Zhuang has further identified the four main emigration waves to Southeast Asia, mainly the 
early 17th century to the mid 19th century, the mid 19th century to the early 20th century, 
the early 20th century to the 1950s and 1980s till date. See Zhuang Guotu, "Lun zhongguoren 
yimin dongnanya de sici dachao," Nanyang wenti yanjiu 133, no. 1 (2008): pp.69-81. 
3 Wang Gengwu, Yimin yu xingqi de zhongguo (Xinjiapo: Bafang wenhua chuangzuoshi, 2005), 
pp.155-167, 185. Other than Wang, there are, of course, numerous discussions and attempts 
to resolve the Chinese identity. For one, Tu proposes the idea of a "cultural China" which is a 
spectrum of "societies populated predominantly by cultural and ethnic Chinese" to 
individuals "who try to understand China intellectually and bring their conceptions of China 
to their own linguistic communities". Tu Wei-ming, "Cultural China: The Periphery as the 
Center," Tu Wei-ming (ed.), The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese Today 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), pp.13-30. 
4 Tee Kim Tong, "(Re)Mapping Sinophone Literature," Jing Tsu & David Der-Wei Wang (eds.), 
Global Chinese Literature: Critical Essays (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp.79-81. 
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only was Sinophone cinema unable to contain the entire Singapore cinema, the 
visuality and language which constitute Shih's argument for a Sinophone 
cinema is further problematized. Taking Eric Khoo's works as an illustration, 
12 Storeys [Shier lou] (dir. Eric Khoo, 1997), with its representation of the 
Chinese community in Singapore and the well blend of Singlish, Mandarin 
Chinese and Chinese dialects, falls rightly into the category of Sinophone 
cinema. A more recent film, Be With Me (dir. Eric Khoo, 2005), not only 
highlights Singapore as having cinemas of different languages, but also 
challenges the language aspect of the Sinophone by being a English film 
depicting the Chinese community.5 Khoo further problematizes the issue by 
making My Magic (2008), which is a Tamil language film with a focus on the 
Tamils in Singapore. Finally, his newest film Tatsumi (2011) no longer bases 
itself in Singapore but chooses to tell a Japanese story in Japanese. 
Nevertheless, it is exactly this complicated relationship Singapore cinema has 
with the rest of the cinemas that makes the study of it even more worthwhile. 
Though the complexity of Singapore cinema places it at the periphery of the 
Chinese cinemas, it is precisely what makes it unique and gives it the aptitude 
to negotiate between the Chinese cinemas and the World Cinemas. As such, I 
hope the thematic approach of memory will not only spark off a new area of 
research but also expand the study of Singapore cinema to include 
considerations of the rest of the cinemas.  
 Last but not least, I would like to conclude this inconclusive 
conclusion with a quote from Wang Ban, "The creative configuration of 
memory seems to be one hope that cultural production will not be standardized 
into faceless duplicates of the transnational culture industry".6 The cloak of 
                                                            
5 In fact, most Singapore films use a variety of languages which can range from Chinese 
dialects to Standard English. Therefore, by saying that they are films of a certain language, I 
am referring to the fact that the bulk of the film uses that particular language. Be With Me 
was disqualified from the best foreign film category in 78th Oscars Academy Award as 
English was seen to be used more frequently than Mandarin Chinese and Chinese dialects. 
BBC News, "Foreign Film Barred from Oscars," BBC News, Dec 23, 2005, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/4555152.stm. 
6 Ban Wang, Illuminations from the Past: Trauma, Memory, and History in Modern China 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), p.3. 
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nostalgia hence serves not only as a link to the Chinese cinemas and more, but 
more importantly, also an identity marker for Singapore cinema.
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Preservation-Conservation Debates and Projects 
 The criterion as to what to conserve and how to conserve remains 
highly debatable as the conservation projects in Singapore took place. Taking 
the Chinatown conservation project for instance, the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA)’s inclination is towards “adaptive reuse”, making the historic 
buildings “relevant to the needs and uses of modern times”.1 Namely, only the 
exterior was superficially conserved. The problem of memory erasure or rather 
the invention of a new tradition becomes yet another issue. Chinatown is 
repackaged into a tourist spot which boasts of its Chinese history, giving the 
impression that Chinatown was the exclusive area for the Chinese in the past. 
Nevertheless, not only is the name of Chinatown in Chinese a tell-tale, in 
Chinatown itself stands the oldest Hindu temple in Singapore, Sri Mariamman 
Temple, which does not make sense if Chinatown had really been the place 
exclusively for Chinese people in the past.2 
 A month into Singapore Tourism Board’s press release to revitalize 
Chinatown, a vibrant discussion started in the public through papers and 
forums, mostly asking to retain the flavour of the original Chinatown and not 
to turn it into an entertainment park catered for the tourists.3 Into the 1990s, a 
portion of academic literature also skewed towards the discussion of 
conservation in Singapore. Some take on a more general approach as with 
Yuen while some zoom into case studies to tackle the issue like Yeoh and 
                                                            
1 Brenda Yeoh & Lau Wei Peng, “Historic District, Contemporary Meanings: Urban 
Conservation and the Creation and Consumption of Landscape Spectacle in Tanjong Pagar,” 
Brenda Yeoh & Lily Kong (eds.), Portraits of Places: History, Community and Identity in 
Singapore (Singapore: Times Editions, 1995), p.60. 
2 The name of Chinatown in Chinese literally means “Ox cart water”. It is named after the 
bullock cart which was a mode of transport in the early days. A point to note is that these 
bullock carts’ owners were mainly Tamils. 
3 Kwok Kian Woon, Wee Wan Ling & Karen Chia (eds.), Rethinking Chinatown and Heritage 
Conservation in Singapore (Singapore: Singapore Heritage Society, 2000), pp.4-10. 
- 131 - 
 
Huang.4 Notably, academics on conservation and preservation in Singapore 
have also been linked back to issues on history, identity and even politics, 
making it cross-disciplinary.5 
 While the Chinatown preservation project launched in the late 1980s 
saw the pivotal start of the public’s concern over heritage preservation, the 
recent Bukit Brown incident6 sees the maturation of the public’s concern.7 The 
concern about heritage loss is no longer restricted just to losing its authenticity 
but it also spills over to the consideration of which heritage to preserve and 
what history to glorify. Dr Liew Kai Khiun wrote in to The Straits Times, 
pointing out the peculiarity of celebrating “the first milestone of China” and 
preserving the Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall with great efforts while 
forgoing the Bukit Brown Cemetery in which prominent pioneers of Singapore 
lie.8 This spun off a debate about what is to be conserved in Singapore and the 
worth of the Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall9 especially in comparison 
to the Bukit Brown Cemetery.10  
 
                                                            
4 Brenda Yeoh & Shirlena Huang, “The Conservation-Redevelopment Dilemma in Singapore: 
The Case of the Kampong Glam Historic District,” Cities 13, No. 6 (1996): 411-422 and Belinda 
Yuen, “Reclaiming Cultural Heritage in Singapore,” Urban Affairs Review 41, No. 6(2006): 
830-854. 
5 An apt example will be the book Portraits of Places. See Brenda Yeoh & Lily Kong (eds.), 
Portraits of Places. 
6 LTA announced in September 2011 that the more than a century old Bukit Brown Cemetery 
is to give way for a new road. This triggered off a public debate and several actions for the 
preservation of Bukit Brown. 
7 Of course, in the span of twenty over years, many other conservation projects took place 
and grabbed the attention of the public like that of Kampung Glam and the Tanjong Pagar 
Railway Station. 
8 Liew Kai Khiun, “Singapore, Not Foreign, History First,” The Straits Times, Oct 13, 2011.  
9 Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall which traces Dr. Sun Yat Sen's revolutionary activities 
in Southeast Asia is managed under the National Heritage Board. In October 2011, it is 
reopened to the public after a year of renovation. As the date of its reopen coincides with 
the announcement of the demolishment of the Bukit Brown Cemetery, it led the public to 
link both together.  
10 Journalist Clarissa Oon did a write up about the debate summarising the different point of 
views. Clarissa Oon, “Storm over Memorial,” The Straits Times, Oct 24, 2011. 





[Peter Loh] Interview 
 
Date: Feb 15, 2012 
Location: Phone Interview  
Interviewee: Peter Loh (Owner of Xuanyin Getai) 
Interviewer: Lee Wei Ying 
 
(Interview conducted in Mandarin Chinese) 
 
[PL] = Interviewee Initials   
[WY] = Interviewer Initials  
  
 
WY: How long has Xuanyin Getai been running? 
 
PL: More than forty years. 
 
WY: How did you become a taizhu? 
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PL: When I was young, I often held and organized parties. Gradually, I 
expanded to also organizing getai events. 
 
WY: How was getai like in the past? Are there any changes in comparison to 
the getai nowadays? 
 
PL: Everything was very simple in the past, be it stage design, costumes, 
musical instruments or the sound system. And, there wasn't much competition 
to speak of. Now that it is already the 21st century, things are different. 
Everything has to be trendy, in sync with time. There are more emphasis on 
technology like the use of computers. Sometimes, we even have to hire big 
shots like Weng Liyou. It is really expensive, a mere forty plus minutes can 
mean more than ten thousand dollars gone. Also, the papers paid scant 
attention to getai in the past. Now, Shinmin Daily and Lianhe Wanbao are 
reporting about getai almost every day. You see, even students like you are 
working on getai. It was not like that in the past. Now, even if you youngsters 
don't watch getai, you will be forced to watch. There is getai at different 
locations every day now while getai was only staged during the seventh month 
in the past. 
 
WY: Why do we have getai every day? What is it for? 
 
PL: Most of the time, it is to thank the gods. Different location every day. 
Sometimes, some people just like the atmosphere. Sometimes, it can be just 
for the trend. 
 
WY: I remember there used to be opera performances before the singing 
begins. Now I don't seem to see it anymore? 
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PL: Yes, in the past, it is always opera followed by singing. People used to be 
more appreciative of the opera performances. Now, no one watches them 
anymore. 
 
WY: How was getai like when it first started? How did it start? Was it a 
continuation from the getai that used to be in the Great World and the New 
World? 
 
PL: No, no, they are not the same. Those are paid shows while ours are 
roadside shows. It's free. It started around the 1960s, mostly to thank the gods. 
Some are for wedding celebrations too but that is in the 1970s. Now, the 
young people only want to get married in the ballrooms. 
 
WY: You did a cameo for 881 too. Do you think 881 is a good reflection of 
the getai? 
 
PL: It's exactly the same. That is how we operate in real life. 
 
WY: Then, do you think 881 helped to promote getai? 
 
PL: Yes, 881 helped to market getai, making it a new form of culture. 
Recently, there is also a newspaper report on how getai has successfully 
entered the realm of the local culture.  
 
WY: What do you think is the biggest challenge for getai at the moment? 
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PL: Hiring famous singers and having good musical instruments.  
 
WY: How do you picture the future of getai? 
 
PL: It will be more and more different. The standard will also increase. The 
spending of the taizhu will also rise. It was easy and cheap to organize a getai 
in the past but now, people not only ask for a high standard performance, but 
they also want to see famous singers like Luo Shifeng and Gao Lingfeng. In 
the past, these stars would see getai as "cheap" places and therefore reject the 
performance opportunity. However, in the recently ten, twenty years, their 
mentalities have changed. If there is money, why not? Yi Nengjing had 
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